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For the most part, we do not first see, and then define, we define first and then see. In the great 
booming, buzzing confusion of the outer world we pick out what our culture has already defined for 
us, and we tend to perceive that which we have picked out in the form stereotyped for us by our 
culture.1 
 
 
                                               
1Walter Lippmann, Public Opinion (New York: Dover Publications, 1922) 44.  
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Introduction 
 
‘He was a man of rare gifts, whose destiny it was to arrive where history was being made, and to have 
a hand in its making’.2 
 
 
The protagonist of this study is José María Blanco White: Spaniard by birth and Englishman 
by adoption; one of the most versatile and prominent intellectuals of the early nineteenth century. 
Born in Seville in 1775 to an Irish father and Spanish mother, Blanco White was raised every bit a 
Spaniard.  He was ordained as a priest in 1799, only to later grow disillusioned with the Catholic 
faith. When the people of Madrid rose up against Napoleonic occupation in 1808, Blanco abandoned 
his clerical post to join the anti-French rebels in Seville. Whilst there, he helped to publish a 
revolutionary weekly newspaper which was quickly shut down. In 1810 as French forces advanced 
without resistance on the city of Seville, he fled the violence, taking up residence in England — a 
country which he idealised for its perceived liberal values. He would never again return to Spain, 
and aligned himself with British life and culture, although his personal identity remained a source 
of great internal conflict. Changing his name from José María Blanco y Crespo to the more Anglophile 
Joseph Blanco White, he was ordained an Anglican priest and staunchly criticised Roman 
Catholicism and the Spanish Inquisition. Blanco White became an established figure in intellectual 
circles in the early nineteenth century, brushing shoulders with high-profile British intellectuals, 
politicians and Romantic thinkers such as Lord & Lady Holland, S. T. Coleridge, William Wilberforce 
and Robert Southey. As an exile in England, he rose to international fame, becoming a major source 
of information and literary activity on Spain for a British audience. These widely popular literary 
works form the basis of this thesis.  
 
Conceptual framework: Imagology 
 
This study draws from the conceptual framework of imagology as defined by Beller and 
Leerssen (2007).3 It is the agenda of imagology to explore the origin, process and function of 
national prejudices and stereotypes; and to analyse them as they are expressed in literary or 
                                               
2Martin Murphy, Blanco White: Self-Banished Spaniard (London: Yale University Press, 2012) xi.  
3Beller & Leerssen, Imagology: The Cultural Construction and Literary Representation of National 
Characters: A Critical Survey (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2007).  
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pictorial discourse. According to imagologists, the formation of a positive auto-image is closely 
bound to the construction of an opposing hetero-image. In national terms, imagology relates to the 
process of forging a sense of national identity, cohesion or superiority by encouraging or 
manufacturing an opposing image of a different people, race or nation. The phenomenon has taken 
place since time immemorial; although in the case of Britain, public preoccupation with the idea of 
innate national characteristics reached its zenith in the Romantic era.  
 
The tendency to attribute specific characteristics to different societies, races or nations is 
historic and widespread. The discipline of imagology (and this thesis), however, is not concerned 
with assessing these stereotypes as either fair or distorted reflections of the ‘real’ national 
character. National characteristics, national identities, and even the nation itself is nowadays 
understood more as a social construct than as an objective reality. Yet these topics can still be 
analysed as ‘conventions, misunderstandings or constructs; they can be studied in their 
subjectivity, variability, and contradictions’.4 Joep Leersen explains the concerns of the imagologist, 
using a helpful analogy with witchcraft: 
It does not matter to the historian whether witchcraft really “worked” or not; nor does it 
matter whether it was morally right or wrong to conjure up occult forces. What matters is 
the belief that people vested in witchcraft, and the historically real consequences of that 
belief. The same can be said for the study of national stereotypes.5  
 
 
Perceived national characteristics and stereotypes are pertinent subjects for historical 
analysis because they often have very real political consequences.  One can look to the assertions 
made by Spanish historian Julián Juderías in his study ‘La Leyenda Negra y La Verdad Historia’.6 In 
this controversial book, Juderías argued that the negative effects (such as stunted economic 
development and political isolation) of the widespread denigration of the Spanish national 
character in other European countries over centuries could still be felt in modern times. National 
stereotyping has often been used to justify or advocate certain behaviours. Both academic and 
demographic globalization has underscored the importance of the discipline of imagology in recent 
years, as we witness the rise of ‘xenophobic nationalism’ and ‘identity politics’ in certain parts of 
                                               
4Joep Leerssen, Imagology: History and Method, (2007) sourced in Beller & Leerssen, Imagology, 22-23.  
5Summary of Imagological Theory: http://imagologica.eu/theoreticalsummary  
6Julián Juderías, La Leyenda Negra y La Verdad Historia: Estudios Acerca del Concepto de España del 
Extranjero (Barcelona: Araluce, 1917).  
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the world today.7 By identifying shifts in how other nations are represented over time, historians 
can gain insight into the broader political, social and cultural movements which govern rhetoric and 
colour the representation of the ‘other’ and the ‘self’. 
 
Interest in Blanco White has flourished in recent years, but no historian has yet applied the 
conceptual framework of imagology his literary works. This is an oversight since his works on the 
Spanish cultural identity, political situation and history were extensive, widely read and popular 
among British contemporaries at the time. Furthermore, Blanco White’s literary works were 
produced in the early nineteenth century, which facilitates in-depth analysis of public reception. 
This is not available for most sources prior to the early modern era, and as a result it is impossible 
to say with conviction whether early modern accounts acted as a mirror to public opinion, or 
sought to alter contemporary ideas. Analysis of the texts’ reception also indicates that there was 
often a great disparity between the portrayal of the Spanish national character Blanco White 
intended to convey, and that which was read by the British public.  
 
Political and Cultural Context 
 
Another advantage of this body of sources is that they were published at the time of a sea 
change in British political relations with Spain and the flourishing of the Romantic movement. 
Blanco White lived through a colourful and dynamic period in Anglo-Spanish relations. During his 
life, against the backdrop of the Peninsular Wars (1808–1814) and the Romantic movement (1790-
1830), a new and radically different conceptualisation of Spain took root in the British imagination: 
and analysis of his literary works provide insight into how and why this shift took place.  
 
The hetero-imagery of the early modern British literary discourse traditionally cast the 
Spanish people as a denigrated foe — inherently backward, cringingly hierarchical, excessively 
cruel, intellectually repressed, and contaminated by the blood of Jews and Moors. In England, the 
Spanish reputation suffered as a consequence of the Protestant reformation, the divorce of Henry 
VIII from Catherine of Aragon, the disastrous marriage of Philip and Mary (1554), and the Spanish 
Armada (1588). As historian Martin Murphy reflected: 
 Many of the stereotypes that took hold in the mid-sixteenth century would remain 
unchanged in Britain until the beginning of the nineteenth century.8  
                                               
7Manfred Beller, ‘Perception, image, imagology’ sourced Beller & Leerssen, Imagology, 7.  
6 
 
In 1914, Spanish historian Julián Juderías published ‘La Leyenda Negra y La Verdad 
Historia’.9 In this study, he coined the term ‘Black Legend’ — articulating an idea already in 
circulation from the sixteenth century: that Spain had been subjected to systematic and unanimous 
denigration across Europe and that the negative effects could be detected in modern times.  
Juderías defined that Black Legend as: 
…the legend of inquisitorial Spain, ignorant, fanatical, incapable, now as before, of figuring 
among the cultivated nations, always open to violent repression, enemy of progress and 
innovation.10 
 
It has since been proven that systematic and unanimous denigration of the Spanish hetero-
image did not take place either in Britain or in the rest of Europe as Juderías asserted. The truth 
concerning the representation of Spain is of a more indistinguishable hue – neither ‘Black’ nor 
‘White’ but somewhere in between. Juderías’ study sins against contemporary standards of 
imagological scholarship. His account has come under fire in recent years for being nationally 
partisan, for its underlying assumption that there are ‘false’ and ‘proper’ ways of representing a 
nation, and for neglecting the active role played by Spaniards in the propagation of stereotypes and 
myths about the Spanish nation.11 In a similar vein, this study contradicts Juderías’ thesis by 
uncovering the active role played by Spanish exile Blanco White in shaping the British 
conceptualisation of Spain. However, his term ‘Black Legend’ will be employed to describe the stock 
of denigrating and pejorative stereotypes about the Spanish nation which prevailed in Britain in the 
early modern era. 
 
In contrast to the iconography of the so-called Black Legend and the frosty Anglo-Spanish 
early modern political relations, the nineteenth century saw Spain revolt against the Napoleon and 
the French occupation in valiant defence of their liberty; marking them down as firm allies of 
Britain. Furthermore, the passing (and later reinstatement) of the Spanish Constitution of 1812 
effectively transformed Spain into one of the most politically liberal and progressive nations of its 
day. In this way, the Spanish people seemingly contradicted the stereotypes ascribed to them in 
                                                                                                                                                       
8Martin Murphy, Self-Banished Spaniard, 95. 
9Julián Juderías, La Leyenda Negra y La Verdad Histórica (Madrid: Tipografía de la Revista de Archivos 
1914). 
10Julián Juderías, La Leyenda Negra y La Verdad Histórica (Madrid: Tipografía de la Revista de Archivos, 
1914) 15.  
11Joep Leerssen, Imagology: History and Method, 21.  
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Britain. This dramatic shift in Anglo-Spanish political relations necessitated a realignment and 
renewal of the Spanish hetero-image. Analysis of Anglo-Spanish imagology in these decades 
provides an opportunity to assess the elasticity of national stereotypes, and their conformity (or 
lack of conformity) to new and radically different political circumstances.  
 
Methodology 
 
 
 Blanco White produced extensive literary material which shaped the contemporary British 
perception of Spain his lifetime, in the form of his published books, letters, journals, articles, 
multiple autobiographies, and pamphlets. The literary sources examined in this thesis are therefore 
wide-ranging. There are three chapters in this study, and each handles a different literary source: 
Letters from Spain (1822); ‘Spain’ in the Encyclopedia Britannica (1815); Practical and Internal 
Evidence Against Catholicism (1825) and The Poor Man’s Preservative Against Popery (1827). In 
addition, it has been necessary to analyse the journals, letters and manuscripts in the Blanco White 
Collection held at the University of Liverpool Special Collections. It is hard to understand any part of 
his career without seeing it in relation to the whole. This task has also unearthed some highly 
insightful correspondence between Blanco White and the great Romantic writers of his day, as well 
as politicians and members of the public.  
 
 
 In line with current trends in the field of imagology, this study moves beyond a mere 
inventory of what was being said about nation A in literature B. As a starting point, it is necessary to 
heed the portrayal of the Spanish national character in the chosen literary works, as a reflection of 
the British auto-image which is implicitly invoked. However, these four texts are also read against 
four important backdrops: pre-existing conceptualisations of Spain; the reception of the works; the 
shifting Anglo-Spanish political relations; and the author’s own personal agenda (which can be 
traced in his journals and private correspondence). By carrying out intertextual study and taking 
heed of the reception of the works, it is possible to understand whether the texts acted as a mirror 
to established British conceptualisation of Spain, or sought to influence contemporary ideas. Whilst 
some ideas were reiterated, others were adapted and some overwritten. The sources themselves 
provide evidence as to how the author achieves this, but to understand why, it is important that the 
texts are read in conjunction with the political and cultural landscape, and the author’s own 
personal agenda.  
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 Yet in each chapter, after doing this, more fundamental questions in the field of imagology are 
addressed:  
1. The conformity (or nonconformity) of national stereotyping to contemporary political 
circumstances.  
2. The way in which national stereotypes evolve, are overwritten or persist. Understanding 
why certain stereotypes endure whilst others are superseded.  
3. The relationship between literary works and the reading public: do these texts reflect or 
seek to reshape public opinions? How do they achieve this? 
4. The role of individual authors and personal agendas in the construction of national 
stereotypes which are broadly subscribed to. 
 
The content of the chosen literary texts only forms one aspect of this research. Detailed 
analysis has also been carried out into the commissioning of these works, correspondence between 
Blanco White and his publishers and peers, and the reception of the texts in magazines, newspapers 
and personal correspondence. This thesis sheds light on the process by which representations of the 
‘other’ and the ‘self’ are adapted and inflected with contemporary political and cultural baggage. 
The literary works of Blanco White provide a fascinating lens through which historians can 
understand the way in which national identities and stereotypes are constructed and adapted, and 
their close relationship to the contemporary political and cultural landscape.  
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Chapter I: Letters from Spain (1822) 
 
 
 Blanco White was feeling the pinch of financial burden when he received a letter from the 
poet Thomas Campbell on the 3rd February 1821. Living only by his pen and a small state pension 
conferred on him by the British government for his service to the cause of Latin American 
independence, the request for ‘further aid from [his] valuable and patriotic pen’ to raise the profile 
of the recently launched Colburn’s New Monthly Magazine no doubt came as a relief.12 The offer was 
readily accepted. Campbell commissioned a series of literary sketches from the anglophile exile 
illustrating Spanish traditions, landscapes and national characteristics. The commission was a 
means of cashing in on Spanish fever which burned among the leisured classes of Great Britain in 
the aftermath of the Peninsular War. When commissioning the series, Campbell noted that it was in 
Blanco’s power to ‘raise the character of [his] publication very highly by contributing information 
respecting Spain which perhaps no man in this country but you can give’.13 He was not 
disappointed. The sketches were an instant success, fanning the flames of Blanco’s literary 
reputation already established as editor of El Español, and catapulting the Spaniard to celebrity 
status. Written in the form of letters, the contributions spanned 12 editions (1821 - 1822) and 
extracts were published in regional and national newspapers, and other contemporary magazines. 
So popular were they, that within a year requests came from publishers to compile them into a 
book. The book went into second edition in 1825, and was reprinted several times.14 As the author 
modestly put it in his autobiography: ‘Doblado’s Letters gave me a certain degree of consequence in 
the book market’.15 
 
Written under the pseudonym of Don Leucadio Doblado (a Greek pun on his name: ‘double 
white’) the Letters were thought to be the authentic and private correspondence of a Spaniard, sent 
                                               
12University of Liverpool Archives: Blanco White Collection: BWI/3: Letter from Thomas Campbell to 
Blanco White (3rd February 1820).  
13University of Liverpool Archives: Blanco White Collection: BWI/3: Letter from Thomas Campbell to 
Blanco White (3rd February 1820). 
14Don Leucadio Doblado (Blanco White), Letters from Spain (London: Henry Colburn & Co., 1822). 
Second revised edition published 1825. 
15Blanco White (ed. John Hamilton Thom), The Life of the Rev. J Blanco White: Written by himself; with 
portions of his correspondence, Volume II, (London: John Chapman, 1845) 223.  
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to an English gentleman from the Iberian Peninsula 1798 - 1808.16 In the letters Doblado dismisses 
the ‘mental rashness’ of all those who write travel accounts of Spain without having a grasp of the 
language or understanding of the culture. Determined to ‘settle many a doubtful point himself’ he 
sets himself up as ‘an acute but indifferent observer’ providing an irresistible first-hand account of 
that which surrounds him.17 The account was taken not only as authentic, but was also thought to 
be representative. The author assures the reader ‘mine is the plight of thousands’.18 
 
 It was not only Blanco White’s literary talents which made him the prime candidate to 
reconstruct Spain for a British audience. That he was a master in the art of persuasion, skilled in 
rhetoric, and had a flair for storytelling certainly helped. But it was the personal circumstances of 
his life which endowed his account with special authority and status.  In the words of one reviewer:  
Imaginary portraits will be attempted, but that which you sketched will remain forever the 
only authentic one. Much as you have Anglicised yourself, you cannot mention the 
Guadalquivir river without finding yourself, in spirit, on its banks.19 
 
As a Spaniard, Blanco White could provide insight and a level of cultural detail which was hitherto 
unavailable: as an anglophile, he could tailor this information so that it was a hit with the British 
readership. In effect, the British public were getting an inside line, an account straight from the 
horse's mouth — and one which played up to their every expectation, and flattered their nation too. 
 
 By the time of publication (1822), the travel account was a well-established and popular 
literary genre with anticipated content and form. Established convention preconditions travel 
accounts, which provide not only (as they outwardly profess) an insight into a different land, 
culture and people; but also define the culture and identity of the author’s native country and fellow 
men by comparison. The texts are highly subjective, and embedded with contemporary and 
received beliefs as well as the ideas of the authors themselves. When read correctly and with 
sufficient caution, travel accounts are invaluable to the imagologist. Intertextual analysis of travel 
accounts can provide two-fold insight: into existent stereotypes which condition the portrayal of 
                                               
16In the 1825 reprint, Blanco credited the account with his own name (his authorship by that time already 
something of an open secret) and altered nothing of the content but for some footnotes and the Preface. 
In the second edition, the readership was again assured of the ‘reality of every circumstance mentioned in 
[the] book except the author’s name’. 
17Blanco White, Letters from Spain, 441.  
18Blanco White, Letters from Spain, 8, 59.  
19University of Liverpool Archives: Blanco White Collection: BWIII/17: Letter reviewing Doblado’s Letters 
sourced in A Spaniard’s Scrap Book or Companion to Doblado’s Letters (1835) p.2.  
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the other and the image which is projected by contrast of home; and insight into the broader 
cultural and political movements which colour the representation. As historian Tim Youngs reflects: 
Of all the literary genres, travel writing, which deals with encounter and observation is best 
placed to transmit cultural values under the guise of straightforward report of individual 
impression.20 
 
By identifying shifts in the portrayal of another nation, historians might gain insight into the 
movements which influence perception: be they political, cultural or religious. At the same time, it 
is important not to read too much into the textual politics: accounts are also aesthetic and flavoured 
by the author’s own ideas, prejudices and agenda. Artistic license, style and rhetorical technique 
also play a hand in determining the content of these literary works, and this should be registered in 
analysis. Rarely were travel accounts consciously written to propagate cultural values, but for 
entertainment and amusement.   
 
 Letters from Spain is more than just a contribution to the established genre of travel 
accounts. It can be said to mark and to have contributed to a shift in the genre itself.  Its publication 
is both a symptom and cause of increased popular interest in travel accounts of Spain in the early 
nineteenth century. Spain did not rank highly on the travel agenda of Britons in the early modern 
and Enlightenment era. This was partly for practical reasons such as the climate (which was 
believed to incite roguish behaviour), intolerance of Protestantism, political hostilities, and the 
reportedly poor infrastructure and network of inns for travellers.21 It was also due to prejudices 
rooted in early modern times about the inferiority of Spanish culture and unsavoury national 
character. However, the new political alliance between Britain and Spain at the time of the 
Peninsular War triggered a flood of travel accounts of Spain as soldiers returned with tales from 
abroad. The war also inspired poetry on heroic Spanish themes. Historian Joselyn Almeida 
summarises this trend: 
Observers began to chart Spain in ways that sought to make up for the gaps, omissions, and 
misleading simplifications of the past, and thus return it to the complexity of an intricate 
geo cultural palimpsest.22 
 
                                               
20Tim Youngs, Cambridge Introduction to Travel Writing (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013) 
166.  
21Jocelyn Hillgarth, The Mirror of Spain 1500 - 1700: The Formation of a Myth (The University of Michigan 
Press: Ann Arbor 2000) 241. 
22Joselyn M. Almeida (ed.), Romanticism and the Anglo-Hispanic Imaginary, (Amsterdam: Rodopi Press, 
2010) 14. 
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Heightened demand for Spanish travel accounts coincided with developments in printing, book 
distribution, transport and rising literacy rates in the early nineteenth century to democratise 
access to travel literature like never before. Letters from Spain both capitalised on these 
developments, and generated more interest as the text was widely circulated and other authors 
imitated (and even plagiarised) the work. To take one example, the account Lord Holland’s Foreign 
Reminiscence (1851) was charged with ‘servilely, and often word for word, copied statements from 
Doblado’.23  
 
 The increased number of published travel accounts on Spain in the early nineteenth century 
meant that authors had to distinguish their work from others with a unique selling point. Blanco 
White’s text was no exception. The diversification of travel accounts in the early nineteenth century 
encompassed narratives in the form of epic tales and picture books.24 The form of Blanco White’s 
account was no less original: a series of letters. This had the effect of reinforcing authenticity, and 
capitalised on the Victorian passion for first-hand evidence. This stylistic technique inspired others, 
with writers such as Elizabeth Gaskell peppering their works with letters to increase the pace of the 
narrative and give strong imaginary shape to accounts.25 In their content, the Letters straddle many 
different genres: they are part autobiography, part history, part travel account, textbook for 
identifying Spanish customs and part journal. Blanco White had masterminded a travel account 
with a twist.  
 
 The narrative voice greatly influences the way in which the plot or content of literary works 
is conveyed, and must be identified at the outset of any imagological analysis. In this case, the 
distinction between the spector and spectant is blurred by the physical journey of Blanco White 
from Spain to England. Usually, travel accounts are written by a native of the nation they are 
addressing; however, in this case, the one delineating the Spanish national character is himself a 
Spaniard — but importantly an anglophile Spaniard. This can be said for both Blanco White and the 
                                               
23Review of Lord Holland’s Foreign Reminiscence published in The Morning Chronicle (4th February 
1851), Issue 26264, accessed in The British Library Newspapers. 
24See for example: John Glanville, Iberia; with an invocation to the patriots of Spain; a poem (London: 
Messrs Ebbers, 1812); George Cumberland, Views in Spain and Portugal taken during the campaigns of 
His Grace the Duke of Wellington (1813); C. Whittingham, The Military Exploits of Don Juan Martin Diez, 
the Empecinado; who first commenced and then organized the system of Guerrilla warfare in Spain. 
Translated by a General Officer (London: Carpenter and Sons 1823).  
25See, for example, Elizabeth Gaskell, The Life of Charlotte Bronte, (London: Penguin Books, 1997 
original 1856).  
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fictionalised narrator Don Leucadio Doblado. According to the text, Doblado lived for an extended 
period in England where he ‘enjoyed the many blessings of liberty’ before being drawn back to 
Spain ‘by the hostile ties of affection’.26 Blanco White employs a near-identical metaphor when he 
writes in his autobiography that, having fled Spain, England was the land where he ‘drew [his] first 
breath of liberty’.27 Having a Spanish narrator boosted the credibility of claims made about the 
Spanish national character in the text, just as Bartolomé de las Casas’ Short Account of the 
Destruction of the Indies was touted to be true because it was written by a Spaniard.28 In other 
circumstances, a local Spaniard may have been judged a biased narrator — yet Blanco White 
counters this by stressing the loyalty of Doblado to British values. The critical distance with which 
the narrator views the Spaniards around him is clear when he refers to Spaniards disdainfully as 
‘the natives’.29 
 
 Having introduced the text and accounted for its popularity amongst contemporary readers 
(and by extension, relevance to imagologists) four main lines of enquiry will be advanced in this 
chapter. First, the Spanish hetero-image will be analysed in the text. It is notable for its hybridity, 
with the author combining several genres to present an image of Spain which held broad appeal; 
playing up to established British stereotypes concerning the Spanish national character whilst 
simultaneously introducing new ideas. This process sheds light on the adaptability of the Spanish 
hetero-image in a shifting political landscape. It can answer questions about how and why 
stereotypes evolve over time. Next, the auto-image which the Letters invoke of British nationality 
will be explored. In the third section, Blanco White’s personal agenda is examined. His overarching 
message (that it is not the national character but Spain’s religious and political institutions which 
corrupt the nation) is set alongside the broader intellectual discussion which raged at the time of 
the Enlightenment and French Revolution. After discussion of the images laid out in the text itself, 
this analysis finally turns to the reception of the work amongst contemporaries and in British 
newspapers and magazines of the day. A disparity is exposed, as different groups seized on the 
letters as confirmation of their own various ideas and prejudices.  
                                               
26Blanco White, Letters from Spain, V.  
27Blanco White (John Hamilton Thom ed.), The Life of the Rev. J Blanco White, Vol I, 159. 
28Bartolomé de las Casas’ Short Account of the Destruction of the Indies (London: Penguin Classics, 
2004 first published 1552).  
29Blanco White, Letters from Spain, 20-21.  
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Adaptation of the Spanish Hetero-image 
 
The time was ripe for a renewed hetero-image of Spain in the aftermath of the Peninsular 
War, as Britain’s traditional enemy became her greatest ally in the fight against Napoleon. Until this 
point, accounts of Spain were predominantly shaped by the imagery of the Black Legend — as 
defined in the introduction. There was, until this point, an ‘uninterrupted recycling of images of 
Spain’ in British literature: but the events of 1808 changed the direction of this iconography.30 The 
war called for a reassessment of the established hetero-image as attitudes towards the nation 
became amicable and the Spanish people displayed heroic and patriotic qualities which were 
admired by the British public. On a practical level, British involvement in the Spanish conflict 
against Napoleon increased the demand for maps and accounts which accurately reflected the 
landscape and people: there was a thirst for the basic facts. Yet the political pendulum often swings 
in favour of an old enemy; and this alone cannot account for the sheer weight of demand for 
accounts depicting Spain, and for such a marked re-evaluation of the hetero-image. 
 
The grip of Black Legend iconography reduced what accounts had been written of Spain to 
polemic in the centuries before the Peninsular War. As mentioned previously, the travelling 
emphasis was on Italy, France and other parts of the world than Spain. This meant that when there 
was renewed interest in Spain for political reasons, the nation offered a relatively blank canvas 
ready to be appropriated by diverse groups with their own agendas. For British idealists, 
revolutionaries, liberals and Whigs the perceived ‘failure’ of the French Revolution came as a major 
blow. However, as Spain rose in defence of their own liberty, the nation became for them the setting 
for a new ideological battle waged between liberal constitutionalism and autocracy. For 
constitutionalists, there was once again hope for genuine and radical reform — and positive 
repercussions which might be enjoyed across Europe and in Great Britain. For monarchists, this 
was a battle for order against a mob insurgency. Spain was also appropriated by Romantic Tories. 
To Romantics, in uprising against Joseph Bonaparte Spaniards were showing themselves to be what 
Great Britain once was: a nation of heroic warrior peasants, uncontaminated by the spirit of the 
Enlightenment. As Spanish historian André Pons writes: ‘in their eyes, the Spanish revolution was 
                                               
30Diego Saglia as cited in Joselyn M. Almeida, Romanticism and the Anglo-Hispanic Imaginary, 14.  
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an authentic crusade of instinctive patriotism, not an ideological revolution directed from above by 
intellectual atheists’.31  
 
There was a thirst for accounts of Spain because they could say so much to so many 
different people. Spain was a malleable canvas, and Letters from Spain capitalised on this. Blanco 
White generated an image of the Spanish national character which resonated with diverse British 
groups, and thus held broad appeal. Some of the existent Black Legend ideas were further 
entrenched, whilst other elements which worked against the present mood were skilfully 
overwritten. The letters also incorporate trappings of the popular literary Gothic and Romantic 
genres. In summary, Blanco White creates a text that is both ‘analeptic and proleptic’ to coin a 
phrase employed by Beller and Leerssen in relation to the literature of Washington Irving.32 It looks 
backward to how previous generations have understood Spain, capitalising on popular and 
established imagery; and it looks forward, to new ways in which the nation might be understood. It 
swings from erudite scrutiny to vehement romanticism; from starry-eyed idealisation to stinging 
criticism.  
 
All this is made possible by the author’s refusal to provide a categorical description of the 
Spanish national character. In an ingenious move, Blanco White instead provides his own (carefully 
tailored) first-hand account of all that surrounds him, leaving the readers to come to their own 
conclusions about the temperament of Spaniards. In the second of the twelve letters, there is a 
correspondence between Doblado and a British Lady who requests a ‘sketch of the national 
character of the Spaniards’. He declines her request, stating: 
I have always found such descriptions absolutely unmeaning — a mere assemblage of 
antitheses, where good and bad qualities are contrasted for effect, with little foundation in 
nature.33 
 
But in reality, the author does provide an extensive description of the national character both 
explicitly and indirectly. The temperament of Spaniards can be inferred from every anecdote and 
description, and the reader can colour his/her own interpretation depending on their own political 
affiliations or prejudices. The readership become active participants in painting the Spanish 
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national character — but the author maintains his control over the result by selecting the paints 
himself (carefully tailoring and presenting the information which his readership works from).  
 
Blanco White sets himself up as a neutral observer, and a man of enlightened intellect with a 
scorn for subjective narration. He writes: 
No man’s power of observation can be capable of embodying the peculiar features of 
millions into an abstract being, which shall contain traces of them all… I shall not attempt 
abstraction or classification, but shall endeavour to collect as many facts as may enable 
others to perceive the general tendency of the civil and religious state of my country.34 
 
Under the pretence of objective narrative, Blanco White thus transmits his own portrayal of the 
national character. As the self-proclaimed impartial surveyor of a heterogeneous land, Blanco White 
frees himself to create an ambiguous account which can appeal to all, across the spectrum of 
political and cultural affiliations. He is free to combine the trappings of several popular genres 
(Black Legend, Gothic and Romantic). This approach also enables him to overcome the dilemma 
which arose when the British people were hungry for accounts of the Spanish national character, 
and yet increasingly able to access the foreign in an era of travel, exploration, photography and 
growing literacy. Travel writing — especially highbrow accounts —  could no longer afford to 
convey their images in a discourse of stark unsubstantiated stereotypes as it had in the past.  
 
To illustrate how the successive hetero-images of Spain do not counteract one another, but 
accumulate in this narrative, this study shall now demonstrate how the letters contain Romantic, 
Gothic and Black Legend iconography. This ensured that the account held broad popular appeal.  
 
Romantic Influences 
 
 The encyclopaedia of romantic literature marks Blanco White down as ‘one of the leading 
Anglo-Hispanic Romanticists of his generation’.35 Judging from Letters from Spain they were right to 
do so: the text has strong Romantic elements. The author was in regular contact with the leading 
Romantic intellectuals of the day: S. T Coleridge, Robert Southey and Felicia Hemans to name but a 
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few.36 His admiration for the Romantic movement spilled out into the pages of his notebooks. In his 
Scrap and Scribbling Book the author copies out a Shelley poem by hand, and then muses: 
The great writers of our own age [Romantics] are, we have reason to suppose, the 
companions and forerunners of some unimagined change in our social condition and the 
opinions which cement it.37  
 
A defining feature of Romantic writing was a preoccupation with local culture. A great proportion of 
the Letters is dedicated to this subject, which scarcely featured in the Black Legend discourse of 
previous centuries. Identifying common tradition is an important means of unifying diverse groups, 
elevating cultures above one another, and justifying behaviour. In the case of Spain, it was a means 
of marking down the Spanish as coming from an entirely different stock.  
 
 In Romantic literature on Spain, the store of overtly negative images begins to decrease. 
Spain is transformed into an exotic country, a destination of choice for English travellers and the 
frequent backdrop to narrative tales, plays and poetry. The country acquires features of a mythical 
territory celebrated for its colourful customs, passionate women, dauntless bandits and duende 
(soulful seriousness). Doblado celebrates the Spanish landscape: 
In the summer the beauty of these forests is very great, which are found in many parts of 
Spain. Wild flowers of all kinds, myrtles, honeysuckle, cystus &c. grow in the greatest 
profusion, and ornament a scene doubly delicious from the cool share which succeeds to the 
care of the open and desolate plains under the burning sun.38 
 
 
Such passages also offer social or political critique. In the tradition of the genre, individuals 
see themselves (or society more broadly) reflected in the natural landscape. By extension, passages 
such as these might indicate that Spaniards enjoyed, despite the constraints placed upon them by 
institutions, freedom from the intellectual and rational confines of the Enlightenment as reflected in 
the wild and uncontaminated landscape. Indolence and passion, despotism and poor government 
are dissociated from the perceived character of the rural population.39 Romantic accounts of the 
Peninsular War depict Spaniards as having an innate (though thwarted) inclination towards liberty, 
and a patriotic core. In a similar vein, the Blanco White laments that ‘ignorance and superstition 
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have confined the active souls of the Spaniards’.40 In the ‘eyewitness account’ of the Dos de Mayo 
uprising, he celebrates the ‘archaic savagery’ of the popular resistance to the French.41  
 
Gothic Influences 
 
The Letters are not Gothic literary works in the true sense of the word, but they might be 
said to contain Gothic trappings. The genre of Gothic fiction reached its zenith in the latter half of 
the eighteenth century, although historians have identified a brief resurgence of the genre in the 
second decade of the nineteenth century.42 The trend may in fact be connected to the release of this 
bestseller. Gothic trappings include the text’s purported status as a ‘found manuscript’ or in this 
case, found correspondence. However, the traits are most stark in relation to the Spanish religious 
oppression and fanaticism, exemplified in the image of the scheming priest and imprisoned nun. 
One entire letter is dedicated to the imprisonment of young girls in monasteries, with no detail 
spared of their mental torture and thraldom. These passages were among the most popular of all, 
and were reproduced in newspapers to entertain the public. In 1822, the Caledonian Mercury 
featured a long and favourable review which cited verbatim Doblado’s ‘powerful description’ of a 
young Spanish nun’s ‘final renunciation of the world’: 
The whole process which condemns a young female to wither on the virgin thorn and live a 
barren sister all her life is sumptuously made to represent a wedding. [Her parents] shall 
see her on the day when she is bound by irrevocable vows, never to behold her more, until 
they witness her again crowned with flowers when she is laid in the grave.43 
 
The young and tragically beautiful female heroine confined to a convent or castle until death was 
common currency in the genre of the Gothic novel, and would have struck a chord with the 
readership. A comparison can be drawn with the character of Agnes in Matthew Lewis’ flagship 
novel Monk (1796). In a passage which bears striking similarity, Agnes laments her subjugation to 
religious orders which she, like Doblado, claims to induce a life of hypocrisy: 
Deceived by my nearest relations, compelled to embrace a profession of duties which I am 
ill-calculated to perform, yet conscious of the sanctity of those duties, I am now obliged by 
circumstances to choose between death and perjury.44 
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 Parallels between the two studies, however, should not be overstated. Lewis’ portrayal of 
Spanish life in the sixteenth century is far more ludicrous and overtly fictional than that of Blanco 
White. The Letters contain no allusion to the supernatural and Doblado explicitly counters some of 
the common features of the Gothic novel. The trope of the lascivious Spanish priest preying on 
young female penitents is countered by the author.45 He states that the ‘remotest [evils] of all is the 
danger of direct seduction from the priest. Few are found base and blind enough to make a 
confessional a direct instrument of debauch’.46 However, the italicisation of the word direct leaves 
the door open for the reader to consider the indirect and more subtle lechery of the Spanish priest. 
The Gothic trappings pepper the Letters with entertainment value, and appealed to the less 
highbrow British readership. However, even at its most entertaining and seemingly benign, such 
passages can still submit cultural critique. As Holland and Huggan put it: 
Travel writing, however entertaining, is hardly harmless; and behind its apparent 
innocuousness and its charming anecdotal observations lies a series of powerfully 
distorting myths about other cultures.47  
 
 
Black Legend Influences 
 
 The pretended truth-value of travel accounts rests heavily on their recognition-value among 
the target audience. As a result, most texts rely as much on pre-existing accounts as they do on first-
hand observation. Some travel accounts do starkly counter received beliefs — but such texts are 
rarely bestsellers. Both for credibility sake, and to appeal to the readership, intertextual reference is 
an integral feature of travel accounts. It is therefore unsurprising that Letters from Spain draws 
heavily from a stock of general stereotypes based on preconceived southern European traits and 
Black Legend iconography. In Britain, southern European traits were thought to include excessive 
pride, increased sexual appetite, arrogance and laziness. Those relating to the Black Legend cast the 
national character of Spaniards as excessively cruel, bloodthirsty, perverted in religion and 
cringingly hierarchical. The Spanish national character was also denigrated by allegations of 
entanglement with infidel blood at the time of Moorish occupation. Doblado affirms this, stating 
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that ‘many of the grandees, and the titled nobles of this country derive a large proportion of their 
blood from Jews and Moriscos.’48 
 
 Blanco White promotes established ideas about the dearth of intellectual and cultural 
achievements in Spain, due to the vice-like censorship of the Spanish Inquisition. In reality, the 
Enlightenment flourished alongside religious censorship in most European nations. Irrespective of 
this, the author asks: ‘who will venture upon a path of knowledge, when it leads straight to the 
Inquisition?’49 Qualifying such assertions with autobiographical detail, Doblado claims that ‘in 
Spain, the chances of lighting on a good book are so few, that I must reckon my acquaintance with 
one that could open my mind among the most fortunate events of my own life’.50 He explains the 
corrupt admission process into university in detail, and the severe restrictions placed on the 
national curricula. At times, the author makes sweeping generalisations about the nature of society, 
with assertions such as ‘all classes of Spaniards, not excluding the ladies, are rather loud and 
boisterous in their speech’.51 
 
At the same time, other established ideas were countered in the Letters. Perhaps this was 
just a cynical means of substantiating the text’s supposed objectivity. It also drew a firm line 
beneath the polemical conceptualisations prevalent in the early modern era, and made space for the 
new representation which he sought to introduce. Doblado writes, for example: 
You in England have strange notions of Spanish jealousy. I can, however, assure you that if 
Spanish husbands were, at any time, what novels and plays represent them, no race in 
Europe has undergone a more thorough change.52 
 
  
 To conclude, the Peninsular Wars heralded a new chapter in the British conceptualisation of 
Spain. This inspired an increasingly diverse array of Spanish travel of accounts, which incorporated 
poetry, illustration and in this case letters. Developments in printing, transport and literacy 
democratised access to the foreign, which both heightened demand for travel literature and granted 
the readership greater capacity to judge accounts based on their accuracy. Under new political 
circumstances and in the wake of new trends in literary taste (from Gothic to Romantic), Blanco 
White’s portrayal simultaneously panders to established conceptualisations of Spain for increased 
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truth-value, and adapts the received discourse no longer compatible with current attitudes. 
Successive Black Legend, Gothic and Romantic hetero-images accumulate in his text, whilst the 
author’s refusal to provide a definitive account of the national character grants him scope to 
introduce his own ideas and affirm a diverse array of contradictory stereotypes.  
  
This study highlights the fact that Spain was a malleable canvas where groups of seemingly 
polar affiliations could project their own image and reaffirm their own ideas. The text also identifies 
some pitfalls in the process of drawing clear distinctions between genres and trends in hetero-
imagery. Black Legend, Gothic and Romantic conceptualisations of Spain do not cancel one another 
out, but combine in the process of cultural renegotiation.  
 
 Whilst Letters from Spain combines successive and ostensibly contradictory hetero-images, 
historians must also be attuned to their coherence. Even the most superficially positive Romantic 
narratives entrench an idea of inherent Spanish difference — these representations contribute to 
Spain’s cultural isolation as much as other overtly negative conceptualisations. Edward Said’s 
seminal work Orientalism exposes the fact that a narration might celebrate the exotic or charmingly 
retrograde qualities of another culture, and simultaneously serve to diminish or isolate this ‘other’ 
nation.53 Scholars must recognise that cultural representations of the foreign could be exotic, 
romantic and colourful - and yet serve to affirm the inferiority of that nation, just as much as other 
explicitly negative discourse.  
The British Auto-Image 
 
As Peter Scott pointed out, ‘Britain is an invented nation, not so much older than the United 
States’.54 Unified only in 1707, historians are increasingly attuned to the importance of literary 
discourse in the construction of the British national identity — the importance of text such as 
Letters from Spain. Blanco White may have been a Spaniard, but ‘escribe en inglés, para ingleses y 
desde un punto de vista inglés’.55 Blanco himself correctly prophesied that ‘ages would pass before 
they would see light in Spain’.56 The book was printed in Spanish for the first time 150 years after 
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its publication in English: Blanco pandered only to a British audience.57 In the Letters it is easy to 
trace not only the Spanish hetero-image, but also the British auto-image which is invoked. Whilst, as 
demonstrated above, there is little coherence in the Spanish hetero-image, the British auto-image 
constructed in text is more consistent. Military success at the Battle of Trafalgar (1805) and in the 
Napoleonic Wars (1803-15); the influence wielded abroad by trading companies such as the British 
East India Company; and the Acts of Union (1800) all incited patriotism in Britain in the early 
1800s. Tim Youngs notes that this ‘period of non-annexationist global expansion, [was] 
characterised by considerable confidence about Britain’s place in the world’.58 This is reflected in 
the text, which characterises Britain as a paternal, wise and sophisticated nation; and the bastion of 
liberal democracy in Europe.  
 
From the very first Letter Blanco White casts Britain as a model to which the rest of Europe, 
and especially Spain, ought to aspire. The narrator supposedly resided in England for many years 
where he learnt of the superiority of British democracy, until he was drawn back by the ‘hostile ties 
of affection’ to ‘stretch out [his] hands to the manacles, and bow [his] head to the yoke’ in Spain.59 
Although Spain at the time of the publication operated under the most progressively liberal 
constitution in Europe (albeit for a short amount of time), Blanco White paints a picture only of 
despotism and tyranny. Doblado bitterly remarks: 
Laugh, my dear friend, if you will, at what you call my monarchophobia; you may do so, who 
have never lived within the range of any of these European jungles, where lurks everything 
that is hideous and venomous.60 
 
Taking this a step further, certain passages even advocate British interventionist policy in Spain. 
This is symptomatic of the way Britain increasingly viewed itself on the European stage. Conflicts 
such as the Napoleonic Wars had reinforced a paternal British identity: the belief that Britain had a 
responsibility to crush the rule of tyranny and restore liberal democracy abroad. Doblado laments: 
Would to heaven that the opportunity presented itself for re-modelling our 
constitution after the only political system which has been sanctioned by the 
experience of ages — I mean your own.61 
 
 
                                               
57When the book was first published in Spain, it became an instant bestseller. Details cited in Martin 
Murphy, Self-Banished Spaniard (London: Yale University Press, 2012) 111.  
58Tim Youngs, Cambridge Introduction to Travel Writing, 56.  
59Blanco White, Letters from Spain, v.  
60Blanco White, Letters from Spain, 9.  
61Blanco White, Letters from Spain, 34.  
23 
 The auto-image traced in the text also contains some distinct contemporary features. In the 
Letters there is an increasing focus on British gentility — more so than in Early Modern travel 
accounts. This is set against Spanish coarseness in the text. The burgeoning of a British middle class, 
which coincided with the industrial revolution, gave rise to an increasing preoccupation with codes 
of gentility as those with ‘new money’ sought to carve a new place for themselves in British society. 
One means of redrawing social distinctions in this new and (broadly-speaking) three-tiered society 
was through subscription to ‘gentlemanly’ codes. Over the course of time, gentility was absorbed as 
a feature of the British national character: a process which is evident in the text. When Doblado 
(who is cast as a refined anglophile gentleman) first arrives in Cadiz from England, he notes that the 
city ‘though fast declining’ is ‘one of the few towns in Spain which, for refinement, can be compared 
to some of the second-rate in England’.62 After this observation, there follows a series of encounters 
which starkly contrast British gentility with Spanish crudity. As Doblado hands his trunk over to the 
Spanish customs officials, he is obliged to bribe them with eighteen pence to ‘spare [himself] the 
vexation of seeing [his] clothes and linens scattered about in the utmost disorder’.63 The narrator 
also details many of the local customs. For example, he mentions a game called Arara: ‘a boisterous 
sort of mirth’.64 He explains that the Arana is to conversation, what romping is to walking arm in 
arm. The dismissive tone is clear when he notes that ‘every allowance is made for words which do 
not amount to gross indecency’.65 
Personal Agenda of Blanco White 
 
 In 1822, when Blanco received the magazine commission from Thomas Campbell, Spain was 
teetering on the brink of civil war. In a mutiny under the leadership of General Rafael de Riego, the 
power of the monarchy was curbed, and a new liberal government was established in 1820. Under 
Riego’s supervision, the Cortés secured Spain’s first liberal democracy and reinstated the Spanish 
Constitution of 1812 which was established by the Cadiz Cortés during the Peninsular War— the 
most radically liberal one in Europe at the time. However, two years into the later-named ‘Trienio 
Liberal’, cracks were beginning to appear. There were clear rifts within the governing Left, and 
within Spain support for the reinstatement of King Ferdinand VII and the Inquisition was mounting. 
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These political circumstances had a profound impact on the liberal exile. In a letter addressed to his 
brother in Spain in the wake of Riego’s mutiny, Blanco White wrote ‘the revolution has caused my 
Spanish thoughts to burst their banks’.66 The political situation reawakened his feeling of Spanish 
patriotism. In a particularly insightful entry in his personal journal, he writes: 
The revolution which has taken place in Spain, though it cannot make me sanguine as to its 
final results, has roused all feelings of nationality which the hopeless state of circumstances, 
and those of my own situation, seemed to have almost extinguished … I could not allow 
myself to be silent when, from my peculiar circumstances, I might be the vehicle of 
important information.67  
 
 
There is reason to believe that Blanco White sought to promote his own political cause by 
publishing the Letters: to garner British support for Spain’s faltering liberal government. Blanco 
White desired to be of service to the Spanish liberal cause with the most powerful weapon he 
owned: his pen. One way of upholding Riego’s government was to highlight the corruption and 
suffering brought by the old regime, thus generating British support for the reformist movement. 
Sources indicate that he was supported in this endeavour by friends still loyal to him in Spain. In ‘A 
Spaniard’s Scrap Book concerning Spain or Companion to Doblado’s Letters’ there is a letter in which 
an anglophile Spanish friend writes: 
Europe is, unfortunately for our country, growing tired of us, the Spaniards of the present 
day. Remind England of the stock we come from, and move her, as I hope you can, not to 
despair so soon of our improvement.68 
 
 
 The Letters consistently promote the message that the Spanish national character was not 
the source of Spain’s troubles, but corrupted political and religious institutions. This point is 
brought home by visceral metaphors which create pathos for the Spanish people. Blanco rages: 
‘ours is the most dire and complex disease that ever preyed on the vitals of human society. Our 
corruptors, our mortal enemies, are religion and government’.69 In another extract, he laments: 
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The degraded animal [representing Spain] grows up, unconscious of the injury [of lashing] 
and after a short training, one might think that he comes at last to love the yoke. Such, I 
believe, is our state.70 
 
The implication is the Spanish national character could be recalibrated through the reform or 
abolition of these corrupting institutions (ie. the work of the contemporary Spanish Cortés). Blanco 
White indicates that radical mutation of the national character is possible when directed from 
above. Such arguments were common currency in discussion surrounding national characters in 
the Enlightenment era, best exemplified in Hume’s landmark study Of National Characters (1748).71 
Hume roots national characteristics in moral — and by extension political — factors, as opposed to 
casting them as the preconditioned corporal or climatological tendencies of man. Hume promoted 
the idea that ‘poverty and hard labour debase the minds of the common people’.72 This argument 
pulls in an entirely different direction to other writers who blame the weather for national 
characteristics. 
 
 It seems that many picked up on Blanco White’s thinly-veiled call to support the reform of 
Spain’s institutions. Perhaps this call resonated with the British public because it flattered the 
previously identified auto-image of their nation as a bastion of liberal democracy. In one passage, 
Doblado praises Britain as ‘the most enlightened and benevolent people of Europe’ before pointedly 
musing: ‘perhaps, if they know the true source of our evils, the day will come when they might be 
able and willing to help us’.73 Private correspondence with Romantic intellectual Robert Southey 
indicates that Blanco White successfully convinced others that the reform of Spanish institutions 
could radically alter the national character from above. Some intellectuals even agreed to promote 
the same cause in their own work. After having been sent a copy of the Letters, and clearly in a state 
of high excitement, the Romantic author Robert Southey penned the following note to Blanco White 
on 28th June 1822:  
 
 My dear Blanco,  
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 I will take [Letters from Spain] and use it to introduce some speculations on the state of Spain 
and Portugal. [...] 
 My feelings respecting those countries differ not a shade from yours. Both nations appear to be 
experiencing the dreadful consequences of that abominable church-tyranny which has so long been 
dominant there, and which in no part of the world has been exercised with such remorseless rigour. 
The nature of the disease cannot be mistaken, nor the deep hold which it has taken. [...] 
 It appears to me that great beneficial changes in countries not accustomed to a representative 
government may best be brought about by the ascendency of a single mind, if indeed they are 
impracticable in any other manner. 
 The first volume of my ‘History of the Peninsular War’ is nearly completed, and waits only for 
the printer. My endeavours are to strengthen moral and religious feelings [in Britain], and uphold 
those institutions upon which the welfare of society depends.  
 God bless you my dear Blanco, 
 Yours sincerely, 
 Robert Southey74 
 
 Despite Blanco White’s best efforts, the British government did not intervene to support the 
liberal government. Six months after the publication of the Letters, mounting fears that Spain posed 
a threat to the stability of Europe and was verging on Republicanism legitimised the French bid to 
forcefully end Spain’s liberal experiment and restore the rule of King Ferdinand VII. Although it 
ultimately proved unsuccessful in this instance, uncovering Blanco White’s personal agenda 
exposes the political nature of travel accounts. Such texts should not be read as passive reflections 
of the public mood — they sometimes sought to direct the attitude of the reading public too.   
 
Reception of the Letters 
 
 The avid consumption of literature is rarely a passive process. In the action of reading, the 
representation of national characters which the author might intend to convey is interpreted, 
adjusted and, at worst misconstrued. Arguably, the images of domestic or foreign nations projected 
by travel accounts is determined as much by the readership as it is by the authors. Analysis of the 
reception of Letters from Spain in contemporary magazines, local and national newspapers 
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indicates that groups with different political or cultural affiliations took up the account of Doblado 
as reaffirmation of their own ideas about the Spanish national character. This highlights a 
methodological issue in the field of imagology. Historians interested in the representation of 
national characteristics rely heavily on literary sources, and they base their conclusions on the 
content of these literary works. However, analysis of the reception of such works might in fact 
uncover a disparity between popular opinion and that which the authors sought to project. It is 
therefore incumbent on historians, where possible, to consider the reception as well as the aims 
and content of the literary works which they research. 
 
 Letters from Spain was reviewed in favourable terms by all media platforms who published 
reviews of the work. The personal correspondence of Blanco White indicates that some of the 
highest praise was issued by the author’s peers in Romantic literary circles. After receiving a review 
copy of the work, poet and intellectual S. T. Coleridge extolled the work: 
I began it an hour before dinner, resumed it after tea, i.e. at seven o’clock, and when I heard 
the clock strike two, I thought it time to undress, and did so, save for my drawers and 
dressing-gown, but I could not lay the book down until I had finished the last page, just as it 
struck three. I need not say that it was a delightful work, but I should be ungrateful if I did 
not avow that, both directly and by suggestion, it has been a most instructive one to me.75 
 
It is important to note that Romantic authors such as Coleridge in this passage, and Robert Southey 
in the aforementioned letter, expressed their intention to replicate Blanco White’s ideas (as they 
understood them) in their own works. In other correspondence, Robert Southey calls on Blanco 
White for information which he includes in his multi-volume study The History of the Peninsular 
War.76 The Romantic interpretation of the Spanish national character takes precedent in a review of 
the Letters in The Examiner dated 15th September 1822. In the review, Spaniards are described as 
‘that singular politically and religiously degraded — yet respectable and noble-minded people’.77 
The article contains praise for the national character of Spaniards despite their circumstances. The 
tone is optimistic, as the reviewer notes: 
In one respect, [the Letters] show how much remains to be done to rescue the Spanish 
people from the miserable thraldom of the most debasing superstition; in another, it 
exhibits what may be expected from the slow but certain emancipation of so fine a national 
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character. The light let in upon Spain is too strong and pervading for any despot, or band of 
despots, to hermetically seal it up any more.78 
 
 
 In other instances, those who read the Letters touted Blanco White’s message about the 
adaptability of the Spanish national character and the need to reform the Spanish nation’s 
corrupting institutions. One review in the Bath Chronicle and Weekly Gazette dated 22nd December 
1825 (coinciding with the release of the second edition of the Letters) reads: 
Should liberty and good government be naturalised on Spanish soil (and God grant that this 
fine region may be withdrawn for ever from the blighting influence of tyranny!) it will be 
curious to compare, some thirty years hence, the Spaniards reared under their benign 
ascendency with the children of superstition here delineated, who shrink with alarm from 
the most obvious suggestion of reason.79 
 
  
In contrast, other reviews picked up on the elements of the text which affirmed pre-existent Black 
Legend ideas of the Spanish nation, and elevated the British auto-image. The Caledonian Mercury 
(18th November 1825) reprinted a review of the Letters published by Blackwood's Magazine in 
which the reviewer expresses his disbelief that such a backward nation could reside in such close 
proximity to one as sophisticated as Britain. His tone is a less sympathetic one: 
No English reader can easily believe that such a system has actually been subsisting in full 
vigour, so near to ourselves, within our time. There is such a gulf between, there is such a 
mixture of the ludicrous and the shocking in the whole picture, that it really requires 
continual effort to remember that it is not a picture of mere imagination.80 
 
In a similar vein, one reviewer in The Morning Chronicle brazenly claims, ‘we agree with him, that 
from the nature of things, Protestants must always be superior to Catholics, and that he has very 
well explained the principle cause of that superiority’.81 
 
  
 In conclusion, these findings support a previous claim made in this study, that owing to 
Blanco White’s literary technique, diverse groups found confirmation of their own opinions about 
the Spanish national character in the Letters.  This helps to explain why the text was so successful 
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and why it held such broad appeal among the British public. Well into the nineteenth century the 
book continued to be employed as a definitive account of Spanish customs and national 
characteristics. In April 1848, the Illustrated London News published a lengthy article on the 
celebrations of ‘Semana Santa’ in Spain. The author explains that ´the ceremonies are carried out to 
great excess; for we remember Blanco White in Doblado’s Letters says…’82  The enduring influence 
of the text can be traced as late as 1929, when the author Mario Praz saw fit to counter this 
conceptualisation in his book Unromantic Spain. Praz complains: 
Even now, whoever goes to Spain for pleasure expects to see a romantic country, with dark 
señoras spending their whole of their lives on the balcony, national dances clattering with 
castanets and clamorous with ¡olé!83 
 
It is evident from this analysis that successive hetero-images do not abolish one but form a 
kind of cultural palimpsest, as national stereotypes are subtly adjusted to conform to new political 
circumstances, or to promote an author’s personal agenda. However, the power of the expectations 
and literary taste of the readership in shaping the content of the works ought not be understated. 
Illustrating the diversity of ideas found in newspaper and magazine reviews of Letters from Spain 
serves to underline the importance of reception analysis in the field of imagology.  
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Chapter II: ‘Spain’ in the Encyclopaedia Britannica (1824) 
 
 
After the success of Letters from Spain, Blanco White was called upon to write the chapter 
‘Spain’ in the 1824 supplement to the Encyclopaedia Britannica — considered the greatest and most 
authoritative encyclopaedia of the period. That he was commissioned to do so is testament to his 
established reputation as an author of ‘true’ and popular accounts on the topic of Spain. When it 
comes to national characterisations, encyclopaedias are highly insightful (if overlooked) sources for 
imagologists. They perform the function of underwriting and consolidating a loose set of current 
commonplaces, endowing them with the prestige of structured, factual presentation. To quote 
imagologists Beller and Leerssen: 
Encyclopaedias summarise received knowledge and thus transmit discourse [in this case 
stereotypes] from specialised cultural fields to the domain of public opinion.84  
 
Historians have identified literary discourse as the realm in which a complex variety of 
characteristics displayed by the people of any given nation is distilled into a small number of 
noteworthy and salient points. Nowhere is this distillation so acute as in an encyclopaedia. 
Encyclopaedias purport to reduce the entire history, geography and character of a nation into a few 
concise pages. Although they function as reference books, encyclopaedias cannot do justice to the 
complexity of the huge range of subjects they aim to cover.  
 
Blanco White’s article ‘Spain’ necessarily contains huge simplifications and generalisations. 
This analysis is not primarily concerned with the accuracy of the information which is recorded. 
Instead this chapter surveys what is included; how this information is presented; and its relation to 
what was written on the subject in the Encyclopaedia Britannica in the years before and since 
Blanco White’s account. Working from other texts, historians such as Antonio Garnica and Antonio 
Ríos have revealed significant discrepancies between the version Blanco White presents, and the 
probable realities of Spain during his life and times.85 No such investigation will be carried out here. 
What is important here is that the article ‘Spain’ was taken by contemporaries to be completely 
accurate. When Blanco White submitted his manuscript, editor MacVey Napier wrote back to say: 
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‘Your hand rather leaves me nothing more to wish on the subject of Spain. I have really no 
alteration or addition to suggest’.86 
 
The 25-page contribution was extremely well-received, and praised as ‘a most interesting, 
informative and able contribution’ which merited the ‘gratitude of all concerned in its character and 
beliefs’.87 What was written was taken as fact by the scholars and general public who browsed the 
Encyclopaedia for objective information. The aim of this chapter is to uncover the ideological 
workings at play beneath Blanco White’s contribution, and to expose how both this sample and the 
genre of the encyclopaedia more broadly is value-laden — irrespective of the accuracy of the 
information itself. In Part II of this chapter, Blanco White’s entry on Spain will be compared to those 
which preceded it. By doing this, it is possible to gauge broader shifts in the portrayal of the Spanish 
nation in works of the same literary genre. 
  
 Encyclopaedia series are cumulative banks of knowledge, where the original contribution is 
embellished and edited over the years at different intervals. The first edition of the Encyclopaedia 
Britannica was published in 1771 and new editions were brought out in 1783, 1797, 1810, 1817, 
1823 and 1842 (with a total of sixteen print editions until 2010). In the years between these 
‘editions’, more information was added to the latest Encyclopaedia in the form of ‘supplements’ 
which would then be incorporated into the next edition when it was published. The various 
supplements litter the encyclopaedia with contemporary ideas and cultural baggage. Blanco 
White’s article ‘Spain’ was included as a part of the ‘Supplement to the Fourth, Fifth and Sixth 
Edition’ released in 1824.88 This supplement alone consisted of six volumes; with a hefty 4933 
pages, 9 maps, 3 ‘dissertations’ and 160 biographies. Blanco White’s contribution was 
commissioned to provide the reader with a ‘full view of history from the earliest periods down to 
the expulsion of the armies of Bonaparte by Lord Wellington’.89 The general editor of the series 
introduces the entry written by Blanco White as a contribution which: 
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 ‘...endeavours to supply what appears to us to be wanting, as well as to exhibit a view of the 
more recent history of this interesting and unfortunate country, and of its internal condition 
up to the date of its invasion by the army of Louis XVIII’90 (1823) 
 
 By 1824, in liberal circles and amongst the British public more broadly, news of the collapse 
of Spain’s ‘liberal experiment’ and the restoration of absolute rule and Inquisition provoked feelings 
of frustration and disillusionment. Most Spaniards, if not openly enthusiastic towards Ferdinand’s 
restoration by French arms, were at least resigned to it. The later-named ‘Trienio Liberal’ had been 
blighted by internal divisions among the governing left, deficit spending and fragmentary support 
among the Spanish people. Reports of the celebrations in Spain (especially among the poorer 
classes) at the restoration of the absolute rule of Ferdinand VII and religious oppression horrified 
many in Britain. It also shattered the conceptualisation of Spaniards as a repressed people with a 
thirst for liberty, and dashed the illusions of many who (due to cultural or political affiliations) had 
cherished optimism for Spain’s future. British newspaper coverage of the collapse of the Trienio 
Liberal reflects the British nation’s disappointment. On 11th October 1823, The Morning Chronicle 
reported: 
We may consider Spain as sacrificed. Unfortunately the bulk of the Spanish people are sunk 
in the grossest ignorance [... ] 
It is the curse of the Catholic religion, that the country once afflicted with it, can only with 
the utmost difficulty, return to a sound state. Fortunate it was for us that our insular 
situation prevented our neighbours from affording aid to [British Catholic citizens]. A very 
little aid may have turned the fortune of the day, and the English would have become what 
the Spaniards are now — a poor, contemptible, priest-ridden people.91  
 
For Blanco White, just as the 1820 uprising had kindled feelings of patriotism and 
enthusiasm, the collapse of the liberal government in 1823 had the opposite effect. The failure of 
the liberal project marks a watershed moment in his portrayal of the Spanish national character. 
The political events of 1823 cast a long shadow over his enthusiasm for reform and ambition for the 
‘betterment’ of the Spanish national character, as is evident in his literary works. 
 
In Letters from Spain, the author argues that the character of Spaniards is distorted by the 
nation's corrupt and antiquated religious and political institutions. Strong parallels can be drawn 
between this line of argument and that projected by Enlightenment philosophers such as Rousseau 
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and Hume who posited that factors such as absolutism and religious oppression could have a 
negative influence over the national character.92 The implication is that political reform could have 
a transformative effect on the mentality and behaviour of a nation. However, in the two years 
between the publication of the Letters and the release of the article ‘Spain’, there is a marked shift in 
Blanco White’s ideas. In his literary works published after the collapse of the Liberal Trienio, he 
displays a more sceptical attitude towards the possibility of Spanish reform and the adaptability of 
the national characters in general. Increasingly, he portrays national characteristics as the cause as 
opposed to the symptom of a given nation’s failures and successes. By employing national 
characteristics as explanation for human progress, Blanco White was at the forefront of a 
movement which took hold amongst philosophers and sociologists in the nineteenth century — at a 
time of British imperialism and empire. The shift might be described in broad terms as one from 
Enlightenment cosmopolitanism and ‘ethical’ explanations of national character, to Romantic 
‘ethnic’ explanations, and broader subscription to the deterministic influence of national characters.  
 
 Comparative analysis of Blanco White’s portrayal of the restoration of Ferdinand VII after 
the defeat of Joseph Bonaparte in 1814 illustrates this shift in his ideas. In Letters from Spain the 
author explains that when the people rejoiced at the reinstatement of absolute rule, they were 
really celebrating the ‘removal of his father [Charles IV], for the hopes of a better government’.93 
The people were expressing their hope for political change and reformed governance under the 
supervision of Ferdinand VII. However, in the Encyclopaedia, Blanco White argues that the Spanish 
people celebrated the accession of Ferdinand because they knew that their character was 
indisposed towards democracy, and that their only hope for peace and order was under the iron 
hand of an autocratic ruler: 
The events which followed the return of Ferdinand must convince every impartial judge 
that the great mass of the Spaniards was not disposed to second the views of the Liberals; 
and that, if the constitution has, at a later period, had influence enough to arm one part of 
the kingdom in its defence, it owes this support to the injustice and misconduct of the Court 
faction after the restoration, and not to an original attachment on the part of the people.94  
 
In this passage, Spaniards are simply not disposed to liberal democracy, and their character is one 
of subservience. Blanco White ties this explicitly to the national character when he writes that there 
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was ‘general indifference to the constitution among the lower classes; and a revival of those feelings 
of passive loyalty which the unbounded power of the Spanish monarchs, for so many centuries, had 
blended with the national character’.95 The triumph of orthodoxy over reform is dramatized in the 
Encyclopaedia by Blanco White’s description of the spectacle of the Spanish Constitution being 
‘committed to the flames’ in plazas across Spain — an activity which was apparently carried out 
with ‘ludicrous solemnity’.96  
 
 Whereas the Letters were peppered with calls for the reform of Spanish religious and 
political institutions, the author resignedly comments in the Encyclopaedia that Spain and Portugal 
are both countries shall be ‘for time immemorial, under the influences of political and religious 
despotism’.97 The obstacles to Spain’s success are portrayed as deeply rooted, and the author paints 
a bleak picture of terminal decline. In part, this is achieved through Blanco White’s portrayal of the 
Spanish national character as the root of the nation’s ills, dooming political and social projects to 
failure. When talking about Spain’s supposed crippling lack of infrastructure, the author writes: 
It is much against the practical utility of public works undertaken in Spain, that by a natural 
disposition of the people, they are begun on a scale which would require the wealth and 
power of imperial Rome for their completion.98 
 
In this extract, it is the national character of greed and excess which is responsible for the failure of 
public works. Even the liberal government of the Trienio Liberal is tarnished with accusations of 
corruption and greed in the Encyclopaedia. Blanco White writes, ‘the government, wholly intent on 
guilty schemes of monetary advantage, not only neglected the country whose interests it was their 
duty to promote, but actually increased obstacles which were opposed to her industry’.99 Thus, the 
author portrays national and not institutional characteristics of greed and corruption as the thorn 
in the side of Spanish progress.  
 
 Blanco White places the ‘physical and geographical circumstances of Spain’ as ‘first place in 
the consideration of the chief obstacles which have hitherto opposed the prosperity of the 
country’.100 By transferring the blame for the perceived stagnation of Spanish progress from 
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institutions to the nation’s physical geography, his description indicates that the decline will be 
terminal or at least long-lasting. This is a theme which recurs throughout the article, with the 
author elsewhere remarking that: 
 ...a mere glance at a good map of Spain will suffice to perceive how unfavourably the 
country must be to the purposes of national commerce.101 
 
Although rhetorically there are many parallels between Letters from Spain and the article ‘Spain’, in 
their content and portrayal of the Spanish nation the texts differ enormously. For example, Blanco 
White still invokes the metaphor of the Spanish nation groaning under heavy chains in both texts. 
However, in Letters from Spain he complains of the ‘heavy chain of the Church artfully hiding under 
the tinsel of honours’; in the Encyclopaedia, he describes ‘enormous chains of mountains’.102 He 
implies that in order to progress, the Spanish people would literally have to move mountains. 
 
 It is possible that the disparity in the two texts does not mark a change in Blanco White’s 
ideas, but work of an author who is catering to the demands of two very different genres. However, 
when his life’s work is viewed chronologically, a trend emerges. Irrespective of genre, more 
optimistic accounts of the Spanish national character can be found only in his earlier literary works 
such as El Español (1810-1814) and Letters from Spain (1822); and bleaker, more pessimistic 
accounts in subsequent works including the one under consideration; Practical and Internal 
Evidence Against Catholicism (1826); Observations on Heresy and Orthodoxy (1835) and in his three 
posthumously-published autobiographies.103 It is therefore fair to speculate that political factors 
rather than simply the demands of different genres inspired this change. The shift also occurred as 
the Spanish exile set down his roots on English soil and gradually aligned his ideas with those of the 
British politicians, writers, and socialites he surrounded himself with. Until the day he died, Blanco 
White never returned to Spain, although old age did rekindle nostalgia for Spain, and a softening 
attitude towards the country of his youth. In his posthumously-published autobiography, he writes 
of how in his sixties he is haunted by tender memories of his childhood in Seville and the guilt of 
leaving his Spanish life behind: 
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Leave me, you treacherous memories I must reject, 
Of peace, of love, of a mother’s tenderness! 
Do not expose the wounds 
Misfortune had begun to heal in me.104 
 
Part II 
 
 In order to properly contextualise Blanco White’s representation of the Spanish people, in 
the second part of this chapter comparative analysis has been carried out between entries for Spain 
in some of the preceding editions of the Encyclopaedia Britannica. Since these texts are all from the 
same genre and even part of the same publication, direct comparisons can be drawn between them. 
By doing this, it is possible also to trace broader shifts in the conceptualisation of Spain, and some 
trends have been identified.  
 
 One of the more distinct trends which has emerged is the heightened emphasis in Blanco 
White’s article on the British auto-image of modernity and industry. The portrayal of the British 
nation as the epitome of industrial modernity and progress, to which nations such as Spain can only 
aspire, is more pronounced in his Supplement. Blanco White writes that on the Guadalquivir river, 
one may find only a single steamboat, and even that was ‘built and worked under the direction of a 
British engineer’ and ‘is the only one from which Spain derives any considerable advantage on point 
of trade’.105 The image of Spain as a hopelessly retrograde nation is set against the auto-image of 
British innovation and industrial supremacy. According to Blanco White’s account, the precious 
little which the Spanish have in terms of industrial equipment, they only have the British to thank 
for. Elsewhere he writes: ‘since Spain seems to have no chance of becoming a manufacturing 
country, she must depend for wealth on her natural productions’.106 In this way, Blanco White’s 
contribution affirms the long held conceptualisation that ‘civilization owes nothing to the country of 
Cervantes’ (as was written in the entry Espagne in the French Encyclopédie Méthodique written by 
Masson D’Orevilley in the late eighteenth century).107Following British military triumph such as 
Trafalgar, and in against Napoleon, Spain in this account also offers a foil to British military and 
                                               
104Blanco White, The Life of the Rev. Joseph Blanco White with Portions of his Correspondence (1845) 
extract cited in Martin Murphy, Self-Banished Spaniard, 189.  
105Blanco White, ‘Spain’ in the Supplement to the Encyclopaedia Britannica (1824), 516. 
106Blanco White, ‘Spain’ in the Supplement to the Encyclopaedia Britannica (1824), 518.  
107Cited in Beller & Leerssen, Imagology, 245.  
37 
commercial prowess. Blanco White notes that ‘when Great Britain declared against us, in the 
following year, our commerce, which was just beginning to recover the losses of the past war, may 
be said to have received its death wound’.108 
     
 In contrast, the previous edition of the Encyclopaedia (1823) contains a more positive 
description of Spain’s infrastructure and industry. There is a degree of praise for some of Spain’s 
waterways and canal systems, although they are still considered inferior to their British 
counterparts. To take one example, the 1823 account describes:  
The canal of Aragon, completed during the reign of Charles IV, must be highly beneficial to 
that province. Two canals, both of which begin at Navarre, run in various windings through 
Aragon, by turns receding from or approaching the river  Ebro, where at length they 
terminate. Besides the dykes, banks, sluices, and bridges necessary in the course of these 
canals, an aqueduct has been constructed in the valley of Riozalen, 710 fathoms in length 
and 17 feet at the base, in which the canal runs.109  
 
 
It is also interesting to compare the amount of coverage the nation of Spain was given in 
different editions of the Encyclopaedia Britannica. In the very first edition which was published in 
1771, the entire entry for Spain consisted of a single sentence in the 2,391-page edition. This is 
notably less than the coverage for other European countries such as France and Italy. The entire 
entry for Spain simply relates dry, geographical information. There is no description of the national 
character, or of the country’s culture. The passage reads:  
Spain, including Portugal, is a large peninsula of Europe, lying between 10 west and three 
east longitude, and between 30 and 44 north latitude, being about seven hundred miles in 
length from east to west, and about five hundred in breadth from north to south: it is 
bounded by the bay of Biscay on the north and by the Pyrenean mountains, which separate 
it from France on the north-east and by the Atlantic ocean on the west.110  
 
The lack of coverage on Spain reflects the fact that Spain was not considered by British 
contemporaries to be a nation of great cultural interest or achievement. In the eighteenth century, 
Spain was not high on the agenda of British travellers: other European nations took precedence. 
The sparse information may also be indicative of the paucity of accurate geographical and cultural 
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information available to the editor William Smellie, who was given the monumental task of 
launching the series: again, a symptom of the lack of British engagement with the Spanish nation.  
 
In contrast, in the 1823 edition which preceded Blanco White’s supplement, there were 64 
full pages of information dedicated to Spain out of a total of 16,017 pages, including an extensive 
history and cultural information regarding Spanish customs, character, dress and dance. This 
amounts to a 29-fold increase, proportionate to the total pages in each edition of the encyclopaedia. 
This is an indication of the burgeoning fascination with Spanish history, culture and national 
character in Britain at the turn of the nineteenth century. It is worth mentioning that the sixth 
edition (1823) differed only from the fifth edition (1817) in typeface and a one-page ‘Advertisement 
to the Sixth Edition’. Significantly, this means that the section on Spain published in the 1823 edition 
does not fully account for the heightened public interest in Spain in the aftermath of the Peninsular 
Wars; or contain information about the Trienio Liberal. Hence, Blanco White was called upon to 
update the entry on Spain with the political and cultural baggage of the seven preceding years. He 
embellished the already-lengthy entry on Spain with an additional 25 pages: information that was 
evidently in high demand.  
 
The portrayal of the Spanish uprising against Joseph Bonaparte is romanticised to a greater 
degree in the 1817 edition of the Encyclopaedia than in Blanco’s 1824 supplement. The 1817 
edition relishes the ‘formidable struggle’ of the Spaniards, informing the reader that when the 
French invaded Zaragoza: 
The women vied with their husbands, sons and brothers, in the display of patriotism and 
contempt of danger: regardless of the fire of the enemy, they rushed into the very middle of 
the battle, administering support and refreshment to the exhausted and wounded.111  
 
Blanco White does not dwell upon the patriotism or bravery of the Spanish people in the Peninsular 
War — instead his account is much bleaker. The author dwells upon Spain’s lost opportunity to 
reform the nation in the aftermath of the conflict. He laments the fact that Spaniards blew ‘the most 
favourable opportunity of striking a deadly blow at the very root of monarchical power, under 
which they had so long groaned in hopeless, yet silent, resilience’.112 The tonal difference between 
the 1817 edition and the 1824 supplement is indicative Blanco White’s pessimism about the 
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Spanish national character and the chance of reform. It might also reflect a similar shift in British 
attitudes more broadly. 
 
 One of the key features of Romantic literature is a tendency to describe landscape as a 
reflection of the ideas of the people who inhabited it, or for authors to impose the contours of their 
ideas on landscape they survey. In this way, the physical world becomes a value-laden setting: an 
echo-chamber for the voice either of the writer, or the society he or she describes. As a Romantic 
author, Blanco White takes advantage of this popular element of contemporary literature, 
encountering the mindset of the Spanish nation in its geographical manifestation. Thus, his 10-page 
account of the physical geography of the Spanish landscape becomes a canvass for his own social 
critique, transmitted under the pretext of factual information. Without doubt, this description does 
convey much-needed practical and accurate details about the landscape of Spain. There was clearly 
an increased demand for this, since 40 per cent of the article dedicated to the topic (to complement 
the eight pages on Spain’s physical geography already published in the 1823 edition). Many 
different reasons can account for this demand: a dearth of accurate information about the Spain’s 
physical geography before the nineteenth century; increased travel to the continent creating 
heightened demand; and greater interest in discipline of physical geography in Britain. However, 
under the influence of the Romantic movement, Blanco White’s entry could satisfy this demand for 
information about the Spanish landscape, and simultaneously convey powerful messages about the 
Spanish national character.  
 
 Most of the hard facts about Spain’s physical geography are lifted from Elementos de la 
Geografía Astronómica, Natural y Política de España by local Spaniard Don Isidoro de Antillón.113 
However, Blanco White adds colour this information, by emotively describing the ‘ruggedness of 
the hills’ and the ‘terrific depth of the precipices’.114 Blanco White celebrates the unspoiled beauty 
of the Spanish landscape, lauding the ‘intricacy of the mountain passes, overhung with 
perpendicular rocks of black marble’.115 However, these verbose description of Spain’s beautiful 
and natural features must be viewed in conjunction to the curt descriptions of any industrial or 
commercial progress in the country. Although much praise is directed towards Spain’s unspoiled 
landscape, this can also be read as a cloaked criticism of the nation’s agricultural and industrial 
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progress. To take the example of the province of Valencia, Blanco White describes the abundant 
land divided and watered not by human hands for the purposes of agriculture, but only by natural 
features. He writes: 
[The province of Valencia] is divided by mountains into most fertile strips, watered by 
natural streams and enjoying the blessing which nature grants to the most favoured 
climates.116 
 
This begs the question: why are Spaniards not harnessing the fertility of their land for commercial 
gain? By implication, the Spanish people are portrayed as lacking innovation or simply lazy. After 
celebrating the fertility of the Spanish land, Blanco White later informs the readers that under the 
rule of Charles III the nation was ‘under the necessity of importing corn to the value of one hundred 
million francs’.117 
 
 The author’s description of the Spanish territory also casts the nation as benign and 
unthreatening. In one patronising analogy, Blanco White writes that Spain has been ‘quaintly, but 
accurately, compared to an embroidered waistcoat: at the edges full and ornamented, the centre 
blank’.118 The twee image of Spain as an embroidered waistcoat is entirely different to the Black 
Legend imagery which emphasized the towering threat posed by the Catholic nation. Of Andalucía, 
the author writes: 
The cornfields are thus abandoned to the influences of the climate, and the rank luxuriance 
of the soil present, at the approach of summer, the colours of the rainbow to the eye of the 
traveller, who, but for the absence of all human habitation, might easily mistake them for a 
flower garden.119  
 
Through texts such as this, Spain is transformed into a charmingly retrograde, romantic land — one 
which was supposedly bypassed by industrial or agricultural development. This affirms a trend 
identified by imagologists that countries which present a threat either politically or economically 
are more likely to be described in negative terms, encouraging xenophobia; whereas those which 
do not pose a national threat are represented in ‘cute’ and belittling ways. As noted in the previous 
chapter, exoticisising national descriptions can be just as damaging to the nation in question as 
those which the discourses which are explicitly negative.  
 
                                               
116Blanco White, ‘Spain’ in the Encyclopaedia Britannica (1824), 510.  
117Blanco White, ‘Spain’ in the Encyclopaedia Britannica (1824), 516. 
118Blanco White, ‘Spain’ in the Encyclopaedia Britannica (1824), 515.  
119Blanco White, ‘Spain’ in the Encyclopaedia Britannica (1824), 517.  
41 
To conclude, by analysing the Encyclopaedia editions alongside one another it is possible to 
delineate some trends in the representation of Spain from the late-eighteenth to the early-
nineteenth century in Britain. One of the most obvious trends is a disproportionate increase in 
coverage of Spain in the books between 1771 and 1824. This indicates that there was greater 
demand for information: demand which was heightened in the wake of the Peninsular Wars and 
against the backdrop of the Romantic movement. There is greater emphasis in later editions of the 
British auto-image of modernity and industrial progress. In content, the editions of the nineteenth 
century provide greater detail surrounding Spanish culture and the national character. Blanco 
White’s description of the Spanish landscape in the later editions is stylistically Romantic — an 
example of contemporary literary baggage inflecting the pages of the Encyclopaedia. This chapter 
has demonstrated that the encyclopaedia is a value-laden literary genre, and one which can provide 
insight into shifts in the representation of nations and of national characters.  
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Chapter III: Practical and Internal Evidence Against Catholicism (1825) & 
The Poor Man’s Preservative Against Popery (1827) 
 
 
 In the summer of 1826, debate raged across Britain over the issue of Catholic emancipation. 
The principle at stake was whether the Roman Catholics of Great Britain and Ireland should be 
released from the substantial restrictions imposed on them by the Act of Uniformity (1663).120 Over 
the course of two years, Blanco White situated himself at the very forefront of the campaign to 
repress the constitutional rights of Catholics in Britain, with the publication of two controversial 
polemical pamphlets.121 In both texts, the Spanish exile used his life story as leverage as he set up a 
binary between British values (which by his definition centre around Protestantism, freedom of 
thought and liberty) and those of other nations where Catholicism was given free reign. By pitting 
his Spanish past against his new life in Britain, Blanco White flattered his adoptive home and 
denounced the Spanish nation as one crippled by religious tyranny. In the process of stressing the 
need to defend British values, Blanco White blew hard upon the ashes of Black Legend literary 
discourse. In the course of promoting a political cause in Britain, the Spanish exile revived the 
menacing hetero-image of the Spanish nation which had receded in the aftermath of the Peninsular 
War. Analysis of these two texts uncovers the influence of contemporary political issues over the 
British portrayal of Spain. The pamphlets also reveal something of the nature of national 
stereotypes. Elements of a past hetero-image can lie dormant in the popular imagination — ready 
to be rekindled by a contemporary political cause, or by the machinations of an author with his own 
agenda.  
 
Blanco White’s entry into the Catholic emancipation debate marked the Spanish exile’s final 
abandonment of the Hispanic world. Prior to the collapse of the Trienio Liberal, the author fought 
for political freedoms on Spanish soil; in these two texts, he fights for liberation from all things 
Spanish in his adoptive home: Britain. These pamphlets set the tone for the literature he produced 
                                               
120Under this act, public prayers, administration of sacraments, and other religious rites were sanctioned 
only under the Established Church of England, according to the rites and ceremonies prescribed in the 
Book of Common Prayer. All ‘nonconformists’ were prevented from holding civil or military office.  
121Blanco White, Practical and Internal Evidence Against Catholicism; with occasional strictures on Mr. 
Butler’s Book of the Roman Catholic Church, in six letters addressed to the impartial among the Roman 
Catholics of Great Britain and Ireland (London: John Murray 1825); Blanco White, The Poor Man’s 
Preservative Against Popery (London: C&J Rivington, 1827).  
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in the final decade of his life, as his attitude hardened towards Catholicism and Spain. In one 
unpublished manuscript four years down the line, he scrawled the words: 
The triumph of the Spaniards is to me the triumph of Evil. Wo! To the interests of humanity 
in proportion as Spain gains ascendency! Catholicism is the great bane of the civilized 
world.122 
 
It is understandable, if slightly disturbing, that the author writes of Spain in such 
deprecating terms. Blanco White had experienced the sharp end of intolerant Catholicism in his 
early life. During his years as a Spanish priest, the inability to openly discuss his religious doubts 
drove the author to atheism and ultimately into exile.123 Having fled oppression under Roman 
Catholicism, one can see why he was determined not to allow the same beliefs to gain a strong 
foothold in Britain. At the time that the pamphlets were published, Blanco White was an ordained 
and increasingly strident Anglican. His disavowal of Spain in the pamphlets can be understood as 
collateral damage: his primary concern was the prevention of Catholic emancipation on British soil. 
However this was achieved in the pamphlets by manipulation of the Spanish hetero-image. The two 
pamphlets sold more copies than any other works he produced in his lifetime. They were circulated 
around the world long after his death, and were seized upon by those espousing a Protestant cause 
which he later abandoned in life.124  
 
Practical and Internal Evidence against Catholicism was first published in 1825. Although 
the text is addressed at ‘British and Irish Catholics’, its primary readership was middle-class 
Protestants.125 The main line of argument advanced in the pamphlet is that it is hypocritical for the 
Catholic church to claim the rights of toleration in Britain since they deny those rights to others 
when they are in the majority: drawing on the example of Spain. Although in the preface, Blanco 
White claims that the text was not directly related to the emancipation debate, this clearly is not the 
case. Unconvincingly (since the Catholic Relief Act was only passed in 1829) he writes: 
                                               
122University of Liverpool Archives: Blanco White Collection: BWIII/4: Unpublished manuscript The 
Rationalist a Kempis: Meditation dated July 17th 1840, n.p.  
123In his posthumously-published autobiography, Blanco White describes his motivation for repatriation: ‘If 
I had remained in Spain, I must have remained on terms with priesthood… mental freedom attracted me 
with irresistible power’ sourced Blanco White (John Hamilton Thom ed.) The Life of the Rev. Joseph 
Blanco White, Vol I, 158-9.  
124Practical and Internal Evidence Against Catholicism was published in America in 1826 (Georgetown 
D.C: James C. Dunn, 1826). Blanco White renounced Protestantism in favour of Unitarianism in the final 
decade of his life.  
125Blanco White, Practical and Internal Evidence Against Catholicism (1825), 2.  
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I would not deny that I should be glad if my humble performance could shed any light on a 
question which the welfare of this country is so deeply affected: but it is probable that it will 
not appear until after the decision by parliament.126 
 
In reality, the text wielded great influence over the political debate, although his cause was 
ultimately unsuccessful.127 All copies of the work sold out within months, and Blanco White later 
reflected in his journal that texts were ‘probably the most able of [his] works, being the most likely 
to produce an effect on the persons whom they were directed’.128  
 
By 1826, a second edition of Practical and Internal Evidence was published. Shortly 
afterwards the Chaplain to the Bishop of Exeter, James Duke Coleridge — himself a published 
author of religious literature — wrote to Blanco White.129 Coleridge encouraged Blanco White to 
produce a second pamphlet to cater to a working-class readership. The letter reads: 
 
 Allow me to express the obligation I feel in common with many thousands doubtless for the 
valuable publication that has lately appeared with your name: on the eve of a General Election [of July 
1826] it is worth its weight in gold: but what I cannot forbear lamenting is it keeps only confined 
circulation among the yeomanry and tradespeople —  persons who having property sufficient to give 
them votes for their respective counties or boroughs have a principal share in sending messages to 
parliament.  
The character of your book is precisely such as to draw their attention — to fix or to have weight with 
them in their choice of a candidate for a seat in the Commons House. 
But the price of the book is above their reach — and some part of its excellent contents perhaps above 
their comprehension: and it occurs to me that a more important service could not be done at this time 
than the publication of a cheap edition of an Abridgement of the work. 
                                               
126Blanco White, Practical and Internal Evidence Against Catholicism (1825), Vii.  
127Throughout the 1820s, an increasing number of MPs came out in favour of Catholic emancipation. 
Finally, all members of the House of Lords and the House of Parliament announced their support for the 
Roman Catholic Relief Act. The King was obliged to pass the act in 1829 owing to the weight of popular 
opinion.  
128Journal entry (October 2nd 1835) cited in: Blanco White (John Hamilton Thom ed.), The Life of the 
Rev. Joseph Blanco White, Vol II, 151.  
129James Duke Coleridge, Observations of a Parish Priest, on Scenes of Sickness and Death, Published 
with a View to the Temporal as Well as Spiritual Comfort of his Parishioners in Such Seasons (London: C 
& J Rivington, 1825).  
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Being the incumbent of a flock consisting of some 10,000 souls I speak confidently as to my knowledge 
of the acceptance of such a volume.130 
 
This letter is testament to the direct political function served by the texts, and their influence over 
the course of the emancipation debate.  In terms of imagology, these pamphlets illustrate the close 
relationship between political debate and the invocation of national characterisations.  
 
With remarkable speed, Blanco White heeded this call, publishing The Poor Man’s 
Preservative Against Popery at the reasonable price of 3s 6d in 1827. The work was genuinely 
affordable to the ‘numerous and respected class who cannot afford to employ a great part of their 
time in reading’ whom it targeted.131An even cheaper edition was later released at 1s 6d, and a 
‘cheap dozen’ could be purchased by booksellers for only 16s.132 The pamphlet was written in 
layman's terms, in the form of an intimate and colloquial interview between a working man and 
Blanco White. However, in sentiment the Poor Man’s Preservative is, to all intents and purposes, 
akin to Practical and Internal Evidence.  
 
Both texts are rife with stereotypes about the British and the Spanish national characters. 
Manfred Beller defines the stereotype as a literary device which combines minimum information 
with maximum meaning. Beller writes that they ‘extrapolate from details into generalisations, by 
turning a single attribute into the essence of an entire nation’.133 In the case of these two pamphlets, 
the Spanish nation is conflated with religious tyranny and the Inquisition, and the British values are 
constructed in opposition to this.  This chapter first describes a shift in Blanco White’s intellectual 
allegiance: of which the anti-Catholic publications are both a symptom and a cause. Next, the 
reception of the works is taken into account. Finally, the Spanish hetero-image and British auto-
image disseminated by the texts is examined, and set against the political backdrop of the campaign 
for Catholic emancipation in Britain. This highlights the way in which national representations can 
be manipulated to serve immediate political causes.  
 
                                               
130University of Liverpool Archive: Blanco White Collection: BWI/41: Letter from James Duke Coleridge to 
Blanco White (21 July 1825).  
131Blanco White, The Poor Man´s Preservative Against Popery, v. 
132Pricing found in newspaper advertisement of the pamphlets: ‘Politics’ section of The Scots Magazine 
(1st November 1826) sourced The British Newspaper Archive.  
133Manfred Beller, ‘Perception, image, imagology’ sourced Beller & Leerssen, Imagology, 8-9.  
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Shifting Intellectual Circles 
 
The publication of the pamphlets marks a shift in Blanco White’s allegiance from the Whig 
intellectual circle which centred around Holland House, to a Romantic and predominantly Tory 
circle at Oriel College Oxford. Holland House, where the author resided for many years, was a hive 
of liberal-minded artists, parliamentarians and writers.134 Lord and Lady Holland were sympathetic 
both to the Catholic cause and to the prospect of liberal reform in Spain. The couple wielded great 
influence over Blanco White’s earlier publications such as El Español (1810-14) and Letters from 
Spain (1822): so much is evident in their correspondence.135 Lord Holland had many influential 
contacts in Spain, and gathered the leading hispanists of the day into his circle to promote a Foxite 
Whig conceptualisation of Spain. However, speaking out against Catholic emancipation and 
condemning Spain drove a wedge between Blanco White and his former patrons. This is clear from 
the grovelling letter addressed to Lady Holland after the publication of the pamphlets. An extract 
reads:  
I still hope that the modest expression of an opinion for which the circumstances of my life 
offer ample excuse, if erroneous; will not deprive me of the kindness which I always 
experienced at Holland House.136 
 
As a result of his work in the campaign against Catholic emancipation, Blanco White 
received an Honorary Degree and invitation to take up a doctorate position at Oriel College Oxford, 
where he immersed himself into a new and exclusively Protestant intellectual circle which 
professed a greater hostility to Jacobinism. His new associates, such as Robert Southey, regarded 
the reformed Church of England as the ‘guardian of the nation’s spiritual identity, and therefore as 
essential to the continuity of English tradition’.137 The influence of his new peers is evident in his 
portrayal of the British auto-image and Spanish hetero-image both in these pamphlets and in his 
later works.  
 
Reception of the pamphlets 
                                               
134A survey of the Anglo-Spanish intellectual circle of Holland House can be found: Diego Saglia, Poetic 
Castles in Spain: British Romanticism and Figurations of Iberia (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2010) 26-29.  
135For evidence of Lord Holland’s involvement in Blanco White’s early literary pursuits see: University of 
Liverpool Archives: Blanco White Collection: BWII/1; BWII/2; BWII/6; BWII/9; BWII/17. 
136University of Liverpool Archives: Blanco White Collection: BWI/39: Apology letter to Lord and Lady 
Holland (25 May 1825). 
137Martin Murphy, Self-Banished Spaniard, 130.  
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 As might be expected, the pamphlets were both lauded and derided across Britain, 
depending on which side of the emancipation debate the readership fell. The Provost of Oriel 
College Oxford,  Edward Copleston, was asked to review Practical and Internal Evidence shortly 
before its publication. His feedback was extremely positive: 
The peculiar circumstances of your history, the story of internal evidence, the deep 
conviction and perfect sincerity stamped upon the [pamphlet] and the nervous simplicity of 
your style cannot fail to make a powerful impression — as far as literature can contribute to 
the dissemination of religious truth, this attempt will undoubtedly be successful.138 
 
However, the response was not so favourable amongst catholic sympathisers. Practical and Internal 
Evidence was derided at a packed meeting of the British Catholic Association in 1826. Speaker 
Eneas McDonnell launched a ribald attack peppered with innuendoes about Blanco White’s 
personal life. The incident was reported in some newspapers, along with the speaker’s accusation 
that the Spanish exile had fled his homeland because he had, whilst working as a Catholic priest, 
fathered a child.139 McDonnell claimed: 
So far from his flying from his native country to avoid an enemy, he marched out like a good 
recruit to the tune of The Girl I Left Behind Me.140 
 
 
Blanco White was incensed by the accusation. With his reputation under threat he wrote to 
his most highly-regarded contacts for a character reference to be published in the mainstream 
tabloids. The letters he sent out reads: 
It has been published against me that I left Spain in consequence of my misconduct; and I 
feel under the disagreeable necessity of repelling such falsehood. With that object, I intend 
to name, with their consent, a number of English and Spanish individuals who know that the 
assertion of my enemies is false.141  
 
With character references secured from his peers, Blanco White’s reputation weathered the storm. 
It is likely that the scandal itself directed attention to the pamphlets and served to promote the 
                                               
138University of Liverpool Archives: Blanco White Collection: BWI/34: Letter from Edward Copleston to 
Blanco White (17th April 1825).  
139See, for example, Dublin Evening Standard, (September 15th, 1831) issue No. 10,274 for discussion of 
the scandal which surrounded Blanco White. Newspapers preserved University of Liverpool Archives: 
Blanco White Collection: BWIV/15; BWIV/16; BWIV/17; BWIV/18.  
140Martin Murphy, Self-Banished Spaniard, 133. 
141Letter dated May 17th, 1826 preserved in Blanco White (John Hamilton Thom ed.), The Life of the Rev. 
Joseph Blanco White, Vol I, 431. 
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material further. The author received a message that all copies were sold on 7th October 1825, as is 
recorded in his journal.142 By December 1827, Practical and Internal Evidence was in its second 
edition, and The Poor Man’s Preservative had already run to four editions. Owing to the great and 
enduring impact of the texts, and their broad circulation, it is fair to surmise that these pamphlets 
significantly influenced contemporary ideas about the British and Spanish national character. For 
this reason, the texts are important in the field of imagology.  
Spanish Hetero-Image & British Auto-Image 
 
 In Letters from Spain, Blanco White concealed his identity as the author; in the Encyclopedia 
entry, he publishes his name; yet — perhaps symptomatic of his growing confidence in the British 
literary circles — in these pamphlets he casts himself as both narrator and protagonist. He shares 
with the reader the story of his journey from the bonds of religious tyranny in Spain, to his ‘spiritual 
awakening’ in Britain and adoption of British values (as he defines them). In this way, Blanco White 
embodies the benefits of British Protestantism and the perils of Spanish religious orthodoxy.  
 
In the early nineteenth century, the genre of English biography was flourishing. English 
biography, more so than French or Italian biography, had a  didactic or homiletic nature. There is 
usually a moral dimension to the biographical literature of the time, in line with the typically 
English injunction that ‘it is better to see learning in noble men’s lives than to reade it in Philosophical 
writings’.143 Blanco White pandered to this British taste by sharing his life story to illustrate threat 
posed by Catholic emancipation in Britain. Newspaper coverage indicates that the autobiographical 
elements endowed his account with authority and generated interest among readers. In the 
comments section of the Dublin Evening Post, one reader reflected: 
He tore himself from his roots — he gave up his rank, his livelihood, his all  so that he could 
become morally and mentally free, and I envy not that mind which could withhold its 
sympathy, admiration, and love from the man upon whom so bitter a trial was cast.144 
 
                                               
142Blanco White (John Hamilton Thom ed.), The Life of the Rev. Joseph Blanco White, Vol I, 422.  
143Quote by Sir Thomas North in the ‘Preface to the Reader’ of his English translation of ‘Plutarch’s Lives’ 
1579 cited in Peter Ackroyd, Albion: The Origins of the English Imagination (New York: Knopf Doubleday 
Publishing Group, 2007), 349.  
144University of Liverpool Archives: Blanco White Collection: BWIV/16: The Comments section of the 
Dublin Evening Post No.10,274 (September 15th, 1831).  
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 On the front cover of Practical and Internal Evidence, Blanco White proudly stakes his claim 
to illustrate the perils of Catholic emancipation by outlining his credentials: 
The Reverend Joseph Blanco White, MA, BD in the University of Seville; Licentiate of 
Divinity in the University of Osuna; formerly Chaplain Magisterial to the King of Spain in the 
Royal Chapel of Seville; Fellow, and once Rector of the College of Sta María a Jesu of the 
same town; synodal Examiner of the Dioceses of Cordoba and Cadiz; Member of the Royal 
Academy of Belles-Lettres, etc. etc; now a clergyman of the Church of England. 
 
However, it is more than just his credentials which qualify him to speak out against Roman 
Catholicism. Blanco White claims that years of experience as a Spanish priest provided him with a 
deep insight into the Spanish mind: one which remains elusive even to Spaniards themselves. He 
argues that Spaniards cannot speak truthfully about their experience of Catholicism whilst living 
under the watchful eye of the Inquisition. However, from behind the bars of the confessional box 
‘the intimacy of friendship, and the undisguised converse of sacramental confession, opened to 
[Blanco White] the hearts of many, whose exterior conduct might have deceived the common 
observer’.145  
 
Blanco White claims to have exclusive knowledge of the crippling effect of Roman 
Catholicism on the Spanish nation. The author also argues that his experience of Roman 
Catholicism, and that which he heard from Spaniards in confession, is representative. He argues 
that ‘tyrannical’ Catholicism reduces most Spaniards to a life of hypocrisy and immorality: 
I do attest, from most certain knowledge, that the history of my mind is, with little variation, 
that of a great portion of the Spanish ... The fact is certain: everyone who comes within this 
general description may still wear the mask, which no Spaniard can throw off without 
bidding an eternal farewell to his country.146 
 
In contrast, Blanco White extols the benefits of free-speech and rationalism which he experienced 
in Britain: 
Under the protection of British liberty, the soreness and irritation produced by ten years of 
the endurance of the most watchful religious tyranny began to subside. The mildness and 
toleration with which my sentiments were received made me perceive, for the first time, 
that a Christian was not necessarily a bigot.147 
 
 Just like many exiled Spanish liberals, as Blanco White integrated himself into British 
society and struggled to come to terms with his life decisions, he seems to reinterpret his life 
                                               
145Blanco White, Practical and Internal Evidence Against Catholicism (1825), 130.  
146Blanco White, Practical and Internal Evidence Against Catholicism (1825), 8.  
147Blanco White, Practical and Internal Evidence Against Catholicism (1825), 12-13.  
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through the lens of the Black Legend. Blanco White can be viewed alongside a number of Spanish 
exiles who coloured (and reinforced) the British perception of Spain and particularly the 
Inquisition in the early nineteenth century. Historian Henry Kamen argues that their literary works 
formed the backbone of the ‘Liberal myth of the Inquisition’.148 As part of the liberal campaign 
against Holy Office in the period associated with the Cortés of Cádiz, Spanish authors such as 
Casiodoro de Reina, Antonio de Corro and Antonio Puigblanch greatly exaggerated the threat posed 
by the Spanish Inquisition.149 Their writing complemented the literature which was being published 
in Britain in opposition to Catholic emancipation. Many elements of Blanco White’s portrayal of 
Spain were already in circulation in Britain: the ‘Liberal myth of the Inquisition’ was already up and 
running by 1825. However, the pamphlets were instrumental in bringing these ideas to a wider 
audience, dramatizing them with first-hand experience, and endowing them with contemporary 
political relevance. 
 
When narrating the situation in Spain as he experienced it (under so-called religious 
tyranny) Blanco White conjures up a stock of Black Legend imagery which will be outlined below. 
His argument might just have been lifted from the pages of John Foxe’s 1563 Book of Martyrs. It 
plays to the very same fears kindled at the time of the reformation, aiming to consolidate British 
identity under the newly-established Church of England. In the sixteenth century, Foxe wrote: 
The dreadful engine of tyranny may at any time be introduced into a country where the 
catholics have the ascendency; and hence, how careful ought we be, who are not accursed 
with such an arbitrary court, to prevent its introduction.150 
 
 In Practical and Internal Evidence, Blanco White states that the Spanish Inquisition had so 
great a hold on the Spanish population it could tear families apart. He alleges that his own mother 
was driven mad with preoccupation that she ought to shop her son to the spies of the Inquisition 
because of his religious doubts. He argues that the Catholic church is one that ‘deprives her 
members of the right to private judgement on religious matters, and denies salvation to those who 
                                               
148Henry Kamen, The Spanish Inquisition, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1998) 379. See also: 
Henry Kamen, Imagining Spain: Historical Myth and National Identity, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
2008) 128.  
149Casiodoro de Reina, Sanctae Inquisitionis hispanicae artes aliquot detectae, ac palam traductae 
("Some arts of Holy Inquisition") (Heidelberg 1567); Antonio Puigblanch, The Inquisition Unmasked: Being 
an historical and philosophical account of that tremendous tribunal (London: Baldwin, Cradock and Joy, 
1816).  
150John Foxe, Book of Martyrs: A Universal History of Christian Martyrdom (Reprinted London 1863, 
originally published in English by John Day 1563) 153.  
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venture to think for themselves’.151 The general tone of Practical and Internal Evidence is more 
restrained than that of The Poor Man’s Popery which was aimed at a less highly-educated 
readership. On the persecution of heretics in Spain, the former pamphlet makes the claim that ‘the 
human ashes are scarcely cold which, at the end of three centuries of persecution and massacre, the 
[heresy] decrees scattered over the soil of Spain’.152 The implication being that the burning of 
heretics is a feature of the recent past. However, in The Poor Man’s Popery Blanco White alleges that 
the torture of heretics is an on-going process in Spain: 
 
Blanco White:  Whenever anyone living under [Catholic tyranny] has ventured to 
deny any of the doctrines that the Church of Rome believes, they have them shut up in 
prisons, tormented on the rack, and, if they would not recant, the poor wretches are burned 
as witches. 
 
Reader:  Have you ever seen such doings, Sir? 
 
Blanco White:   I well remember the last that was burnt for being a heretic, in my 
own town called Seville. It was a poor blind woman. I was then about eight years old, and 
saw the pile of wood, upon barrels of pitch and tar, where she was reduced to ashes … A 
Roman Catholic, who is not protected by Protestant Laws, is all over the world a slave, who 
cannot utter a word against the opinions of his church, but at his peril.153 
 
 
 Even in the more conservative narration of Practical and Internal Evidence Blanco White 
brazenly invokes Black Legend and Gothic tropes about the corruption and perversity of Spanish 
Catholic clergymen, and thraldom of female nuns. Whereas in Letters from Spain, Blanco White 
counters some of the common features of the Gothic novel such as the lascivious Spanish priest, in 
Practical and Internal Evidence, the author only affirms the worst of the stereotypes: 
The Church of Rome allures boys and girls of sixteen to bind themselves with perpetual 
vows: the latter are confined in prisons because their frailties could not be concealed, and 
the former are let loose on the people, trusting that a superstitious reverence will close the 
eyes, or seal the lips of men to their misconduct.154 
 
With strong hints of sadism, he portrays of the thwarted perspective brought on by so-called 
religious tyranny. Passages such as these were constructed to make the British reader recoil from 
the supposed horrors induced by strident Roman Catholicism and ‘blind faith’: 
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Teach an enthusiastic female that a self-inflicted death will endear her to her heavenly 
bridegroom, and she will press the rope or the knife to her lips. Distant danger is lighter 
than a feather to hearts once swollen with the insane affections of [Spanish] religious 
enthusiasm.155 
 
 
Reception of the pamphlets indicates that these melodramatic passages were popular 
among the British public. They are the most commonly reproduced passages in contemporary 
newspapers. For example, the Norfolk Chronicle review of the Poor Man’s Preservative first praises 
the ‘highly respectable and amiable author’ before quoting directly from the section of the text 
which describes the plight of young Spanish nuns in convents. The extract reads: 
The nuns, who had allured her into the monastery by their caresses, when they perceived 
that she was not able to disguise her misery, and feared that the existence of a reluctant nun 
might by her means transpire, became her daily tormentors.156 
 
Just one month later, the Norfolk Chronicle again reviewed Blanco White’s Anti-Catholic works, this 
time reprinting the entire introduction of Practical and Internal Evidence which ran for three 
columns.157 In both pamphlets, Blanco White engages with (and refutes) the key doctrines of 
Spanish Catholicism, portraying them to be irrational, illogical and corrupting. With Gothic flair, he 
writes: 
The cares of married life, it is said, interfere with the duties of the clergy. Do not the cares of 
a vicious life, the anxieties of stolen love, the contrivances of adulterous intercourse, the 
pains, the jealousies, the remorse, attached to a conduct in perfect contradiction with a 
public and solemn profession of superior virtue — do not these cares, these bitter feelings, 
interfere with the duties of priesthood?158 
 
 
 By portraying Spanish Catholicism (which Blanco White conflates with the Spanish nation) 
as a source of corruption, hypocrisy, immorality and persecution, the author invokes the Black 
Legend discourse which abounded at the time of the Reformation. Sixteenth-century authors such 
as John Foxe manipulated the Catholic hetero-image to reinforce the emergent British Protestant 
identity. It was a common investment in Protestantism which first allowed the British nation to be 
fused together, and to remain so in spite of cultural differences. Historian of British national 
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identity, Linda Colley, summarises the close relationship between Protestantism and British 
national identity: 
The Protestant world view allowed so many Britons to see themselves as a distinct and 
chosen people. Protestantism lay at the core of British national identity. It was religion that 
converted peasants into patriots, long before the onset of modernisation in the shape of 
railroads, mass education, advanced press networks and democracy.159 
 
 
The supposed threat of Catholic infiltration in the nineteenth century gave author’s such as 
Blanco White a mandate to define and uphold British values. It is down to pamphlets such as 
Practical and Internal Evidence and The Poor Man’s Preservative Against Popery that Spain 
continued to be thought of as a nation whose values rigidly opposed those of Britain. As historian 
Jocelyn Hillgarth reflects: 
 For most Englishmen Spain still appeared — long after this had ceased to be the case — as 
the great supporter of the Catholic cause, and so as the main enemy of their own national 
system of government.160  
 
It appears that Blanco White’s message (that the prevention of Catholic emancipation was the only 
means of preserving a British Protestant national identity) resonated with many in British society. 
At the time that the pamphlets were published, there had been a huge influx of Irish Catholic 
migrants. In the census of 1780 there were roughly 40,000 Catholic Irish migrants in Britain; 
however, in the 1831 census this figure rose to 580,000 — almost five per cent of the British labour 
force.161 It is likely that increased migration heightened fears that British values were coming under 
threat. 
 
A letter from Robert Southey to Blanco White shortly after the publication of Practical and 
Internal Evidence illustrates the perceived link between Protestantism and British national identity, 
and contemporary fears that ‘British values’ were under threat: 
 
 My dear Blanco, 
                                               
159Linda Colley, Britons: Forging the Nation, 369.  
160Jocelyn Hillgarth, Mirror of Spain, 130.  
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I thank you for your book, as an individual and as a friend: I thank you for it, also, as an 
Englishman and a Protestant. You have rendered, at this very critical time, a most essential service to 
these kingdoms and to the Christian cause.  
I have never been more affected by parts of this volume, and never more satisfied than by the 
whole of it. The book reached me yesterday, and you will not be displeased to hear that Wordsworth, 
who is with me, is impressed by it just as I have been.  
God bless you. 
Your most affectionately, 
Robert Southey162 
 
 At first glance, it seems incongruous that at a time in which British society was becoming 
increasingly multicultural and tolerant of other religions, the xenophobic rhetoric of the pamphlets 
held such broad appeal. The Act of Union with Ireland (1800), increasing levels of Catholic 
migration, military dependence on Irish recruits, and the Catholic Relief Act (1829) necessitated 
greater religious tolerance in British society. However, this tolerance also gave rise to concerns that 
British national identity (which for centuries had centred around Protestantism) was under threat. 
According to historian Eric Hobsbawm, ‘there is no more effective way of bonding together 
disparate sections of restless people than to unite them against outsiders’.163 The huge popularity of 
these two pamphlets, and the resurgence of xenophobic Black Legend discourse might be 
symptomatic of the internal struggle to consolidate an increasingly diverse British national identity 
at a time of early global expansion and in the wake of increased religious tolerance. The popularity 
of the texts was backlash against public freedoms already won. Historians of imagology must be 
careful not to conflate xenophobic rhetoric with the social realities of the time. 
 
 The pamphlets also uncover the direct relation between national characteristics of the 
‘other’ and contemporary political issues at home: in this case Catholic emancipation. The 
denigration of the Spanish hetero-image is simply collateral damage, as Blanco White sought to 
reinforce his definition of the British auto-image. It appears that elements of the Spanish hetero-
image had not been successfully over-written in the Romantic era, but lay dormant in the British 
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imagination ready to be rekindled at a time of social tension. Blanco White reworked the Black 
Legend imagery of the Reformation era in order to heighten anxieties about the threat posed by 
Catholicism. The texts provide evidence of the active involvement of Spaniards in the propagation 
of stereotypes about their homeland. This supports the thesis of Henry Kamen, that some of the 
most powerful and distorting myths about the Spanish nation were created not by foreigners, but 
by Spaniards themselves.164 
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Conclusions:  
 
Blanco White tirelessly produced literary works until the bitter end of his life. Only four 
items out of his great literary index have been considered in this analysis. Yet, even from this select 
array, it is evident that he was a man who stuck by his ideals even if this meant radically changing 
his standpoint. As biographer Tony Cross reflected, ‘no brief summary of the positions which he 
successively adopted will do justice to the continual, often anguished struggle for integrity which 
went on throughout his life in his mind and heart’.165 Swinging from Spanish to British nationality; 
from Roman Catholicism to Protestantism to Unitarianism; and from Whig to Romantic Tory beliefs 
— Blanco White spurned many of his friends and literary readership in the course of his turbulent 
life. In relentless pursuit of the truth, the Spanish exile gained many critics along the way. Far from 
being ashamed, Blanco White celebrated the transitions of his life in the lines of a poem: 
Painful the change: yet high the prize 
Thus in the scale of life to rise. 
A transient death endures the worm 
And wakes endued with nobler form.166 
 
However, his British contemporaries did not share his enthusiasm. In spite of the huge popularity of 
his early literary works, such as El Español, and the four texts reviewed in this thesis, in his later 
years Blanco White was derided as a turncoat and taunted for his chronic instability. In Spain, 
Blanco White was considered the ultimate traitor: he turned his back on his roots, supported Latin 
American independence, and wrote in a language his countrymen could not read. 
 
 When Blanco White died in 1841, his obituaries did not do justice to the great literary 
achievements of his life, or his former popularity. The author scarcely got a mention in most 
mainstream newspapers, and the small legacy which endured centred on a single sonnet (‘Day and 
Night’) which S. T. Coleridge had pronounced to be the finest in the English language. The Newcastle 
Journal curtly reported, nine days after the author’s demise: ‘At Greenbank, Liverpool on the 20th at 
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the house of William Rathbone, the Rev. Joseph Blanco White, author of Doblado’s Letters, died’.167 
Even in Liverpool, where Blanco White spent his final years, the obituary only dwells on his 
transient religious history and the bodily suffering he endured in the final years of his life. The 
Liverpool Mercury reported: 
‘His life was one of near-constant suffering, and for the last for years, of the most painful and 
distressing confinement’.168 
 
These reports seem to have set the tone for how the Spanish exile was remembered (and 
subsequently forgotten) in Britain and Spain in the centuries which followed. However, in the 
1970s, interest in the Spanish exile increased as a number of important biographies and 
translations of his works were published by Antonio Garnica, Martin Murphy, and Vicente 
Lloréns.169 Aside from these biographies, and a couple of studies published in recent years 
regarding El Español and Letters from Spain, Blanco White has been greatly overlooked by 
historians.170 It is hoped that this thesis fills some important gaps by situating his literary works at 
centre stage in this imagological study. Given the extensive archive of his literary works, journals, 
and correspondence with the leading Romantics and intellectuals of the day, there remains much 
work to be done.  
 
The unique circumstances of Blanco White’s life, his personal drive and talent, and the 
period of Anglo-Spanish relations he lived through, endowed his literary works with special 
precedence in British society. The Spanish exile acted as the mouthpiece of the British perception of 
Spain in the aftermath of the Peninsular Wars. The British were keen to secure the services of a 
cultured Spaniard who could re-cast the dark image of Spain to conform to the radically new 
political and cultural landscape of the early nineteenth century. Blanco White, who sought political 
resolutions by the pen, was all too happy to oblige — re-enforcing contemporary ideas and 
colouring them with his own perceptions.  
                                               
167‘Obituaries’ the Newcastle Journal, (29th May 1841).  
168‘Obituaries’ the Liverpool Mercury, which was reproduced in the Northampton Mercury (29th May 1841) 
accessed The British Newspaper Archive.  
169Antonio Garnica, Autobiografía de Blanco White: edición, traduccion, prólogo y notas de Antonio 
Garnica, (Sevilla: Universidad de Sevilla, 1973); Vicente Lloréns, José M. Blanco White: Antología de 
obras en español (Barcelona: Editorial Labor 1971); Martin Murphy, Blanco White: Self-Banished 
Spaniard (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1989). 
170See, for example, Xavier Miralles, ‘El Viaje al Norte y El Peso de Historia: Las Identidades de Blanco 
White en sus Letters from Spain 1822’, Espacio Tiempo y Forma, Issue 29 (2016); Juan Goytisolo, 
Blanco White, El Español y La Independencia de Hispanoamérica (London: Taurus, 2010).  
58 
 
 This thesis has traced the change in the image of Spain presented by Blanco White against a 
shifting political landscape of Anglo-Spanish relations brought on by the Peninsular War, the 
Liberal Triennium and the British debate surrounding Catholic emancipation. So-doing, this study 
has uncovered the extreme vacillation of national characteristics in the Britain in the early 
nineteenth century: and the strong link between political circumstances and the representation of 
the hetero-image. This shifting political and cultural landscape necessitated the re-casting of 
elements of the Black Legend hetero-image generated at the time of the Reformation. However, the 
third chapter illustrates that elements of a past hetero-image can remain dormant in the popular 
imagination, ready to be rekindled at a time of social or political tension, or by the machinations of 
an author with his own agenda. 
 
Blanco White’s conceptualisation of Spain permeated British society not only via his 
publications, but also in the works of other authors who he influenced; and in discussion of his 
ideas in newspapers and magazines of the day. This study has highlighted the importance of 
reception analysis (where possible) in the field of imagology. The images of Spain and England 
which Blanco White projected were upheld, shaped and sometimes rejected by the British 
readership depending on their own affiliations and pre-conceived ideas.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
59 
Bibliography 
 
Archival Sources 
 
 
University of Liverpool Archives: Blanco White Collection: BWI/3: Letter from Thomas Campbell to 
Blanco White (3rd February 1820). 
 
University of Liverpool Archives: Blanco White Collection: BWIII/17: “Private Journal” entry (April 
28th, 1820). 
 
University of Liverpool Archives: Blanco White Collection: BWI/6: Letter to Blanco White from the 
editor MacVey Napier dated (3rd November 1822). 
 
University of Liverpool Archives: Blanco White Collection: BWI/13: Letter to Blanco White from 
MacVey Napier dated (16th June 1823).  
 
University of Liverpool Archives: Blanco White Collection: BWV/19: “Scrap and Scribbling Book” 
(1824).  
 
University of Liverpool Archives: Blanco White Collection: BWI/34: Letter from Edward Copleston 
to Blanco White (17th April 1825).  
 
University of Liverpool Archives: Blanco White Collection: BWI/39: Apology letter from Blanco 
White addressed to Lord and Lady Holland (25 May 1825). 
 
University of Liverpool Archive: Blanco White Collection: BWI/41: Letter from James Duke 
Coleridge to Blanco White (21 July 1825).  
 
University of Liverpool Archives: Blanco White Collection: BWIV/16: The Comments section of the 
Dublin Evening Post No.10,274 (September 15th 1831).  
 
University of Liverpool Archives: Blanco White Collection: BWIII/17: Letter reviewing Doblado’s 
Letters sourced in A Spaniard’s Scrap Book or Companion to Doblado’s Letters (1835).  
 
University of Liverpool Archives: Blanco White Collection: BWIII/17: Letter from a Spanish friend 
commenting on Doblado’s Letters sourced in ‘A Spaniard’s Scrapbook concerning Spain or 
Companion to Doblado’s Letters’ (1835). 
 
University of Liverpool Archives: Blanco White Collection: BWIII/4: Unpublished manuscript The 
Rationalist a Kempis: Meditation dated (July 17th 1840).  
 
 
Newspapers & Magazines 
 
60 
Accessed via Gale Historical Newspaper Collections/British Library Newspaper Collection/British 
Newspaper Archive/University of Liverpool Special Collections and Archive: 
 
Newspapers & Magazines cited in this thesis: 
 
● The Morning Chronicle 
● Colburn’s New Monthly Magazine 
● The Caledonian Mercury 
● The Examiner 
● The Bath Chronicle and Weekly Gazette 
● Blackwood’s Magazine 
● The Illustrated London News 
● The Scots Magazine 
● The Dublin Evening Standard 
● The Norfolk Chronicle 
 
Primary Sources 
 
Bartolomé de las Casas, Short Account of the Destruction of the Indies (London: Penguin Classics: 
2004 first published 1552).  
 
Blanco White (ed. John Hamilton Thom), The Life of the Rev. J Blanco White: Written by himself; with 
portions of his correspondence, Volume I, (London: John Chapman, 1845).  
 
Blanco White (ed. John Hamilton Thom), The Life of the Rev. J Blanco White: Written by himself; with 
portions of his correspondence, Volume II, (London: John Chapman, 1845).  
 
Blanco White (ed. John Hamilton Thom), The Life of the Rev. J Blanco White: Written by himself; with 
portions of his correspondence, Volume III, (London: John Chapman, 1845).  
 
Blanco White, Practical and Internal Evidence Against Catholicism; with occasional strictures on Mr. 
Butler’s Book of the Roman Catholic Church, in six letters addressed to the impartial among the 
Roman Catholics of Great Britain and Ireland (London: John Murray 1825).  
 
Blanco White, Observations on Heresy and Orthodoxy (London: J. Mardon, 1835).  
 
Blanco White, The Poor Man’s Preservative Against Popery (London: C&J Rivington, 1827).  
 
C. Whittingham, The Military Exploits of Don Juan Martin Diez, the Empecinado; who first commenced 
and then organized the system of Guerrilla warfare in Spain. Translated by a General Officer (London: 
Carpenter and Sons 1823).  
 
David Hume, On National Characters: Essay XXI sourced David Hume, Essays: Moral, Political and 
Literary (London: Spottiswoode and Co. 1748).  
 
Don Leucadio Doblado (Blanco White), Letters from Spain (London: Henry Colburn & Co., 1822). 
Second revised edition published 1825. 
61 
 
Elizabeth Gaskell, The Life of Charlotte Bronte, (London: Penguin Books, 1997 originally published 
1856).  
 
George Cumberland, Views in Spain and Portugal taken during the campaigns of His Grace the Duke 
of Wellington (1813). 
 
Henry R. Lord Holland, Lord Holland’s Foreign Reminiscences (London: Longman, Brown, Green and 
Longmans, 1850). 
 
James Duke Coleridge, Observations of a Parish Priest, on Scenes of Sickness and Death, Published 
with a View to the Temporal as Well as Spiritual Comfort of his Parishioners in Such Seasons (London: 
C & J Rivington, 1825). 
 
Jean Jacques Rousseau, The Social Contract (New York: Hafner Press, 1947 originally published 
1762). 
 
John Glanville, Iberia; with an invocation to the patriots of Spain; a poem (London: Messrs Ebbers, 
1812). 
 
John Foxe, Book of Martyrs: A Universal History of Christian Martyrdom (Reprinted London 1863, 
originally published in English by John Day 1563) 
 
Mario Praz, Unromantic Spain, (Alfred Knopf: London 1929).  
 
Matthew Lewis, The Monk: A Romance (Paris: Baudry’s Foreign Library, 1832 – originally published 
1796). 
 
MacVey Napier (ed.) Supplement to the fourth, fifth and sixth editions of the Encyclopaedia Britannica 
[1815-24] (Edinburgh: Archibald and Company, 1824). 
 
Robert Southey, History of the Peninsular War in Three Volumes (London: John Murray, 1823, 1827, 
1837). 
 
William Smellie, The Encyclopaedia Britannica, or a dictionary of arts and sciences compiled upon a 
new plan… by a society of gentlemen in Scotland [Three Volumes] (Edinburgh: Bell & C. 
MacFarquhar, 1771). 
 
 
Secondary Sources 
 
Ackroyd, Peter, Albion: The Origins of the English Imagination (New York: Knopf Doubleday 
Publishing Group, 2007).  
 
Almeida, Joselyn. M. (ed.), Romanticism and the Anglo-Hispanic Imaginary (Amsterdam: Rodopi 
Press, 2010). 
 
62 
Beller & Leerssen, Imagology: The Cultural Construction and Literary Representation of National 
Characters: A Critical Survey (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2007).  
 
Burwick, Frederick (ed.) The Encyclopaedia of Romantic Literature (New Jersey: Blackwell 
Publishing, 2012).  
 
Cross, Tony, Joseph Blanco White, Don José María Blanco y Crespo: Stranger and Pilgrim, (London, 
1984).  
 
Colley, Linda, Britons: Forging the Nation: 1707-1837 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2007).  
 
Hillgarth, Jocelyn, The Mirror of Spain 1500 - 1700: The Formation of a Myth (The University of 
Michigan Press: Ann Arbor 2000). 
 
Holland, Patrick & Huggan, Graham, Tourists with Typewriters: Critical Reflections on Contemporary 
Travel Writing (Ann Arbour: University of Michigan Press, 1988). 
 
Hobsbawm, Eric, Nations and Nationalism since 1780: Programme, Myth Reality (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1990). 
 
Juderías, Julián, La Leyenda Negra y La Verdad Historia: Estudios Acerca del Concepto de España del 
Extranjero (Barcelona: Araluce, 1917).  
 
Kamen, Henry, The Spanish Inquisition (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1998). 
 
Kamen, Henry, Imagining Spain: Historical Myth and National Identity (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 2008).  
 
Leerssen, Joep, Imagology: History and Method sourced in Beller & Leerssen,  Imagology 
(Amsterdam: Rodopi Press, 2010).  
 
Miralles, Xavier, ‘El Viaje al Norte y El Peso de Historia: Las Identidades de Blanco White en sus 
Letters from Spain 1822’, Espacio Tiempo y Forma, Issue 29 (2016). 
 
Murphy, Martin, Blanco White: Self-Banished Spaniard (London: Yale University Press, 2012). 
 
Pons, André, José María Blanco White: Epistolario y Documentos (Oviedo: Instituto de Feyjoo, 2010). 
 
Saglia, Diego, Poetic Castles in Spain: British Romanticism and Figurations of Iberia (Amsterdam: 
Rodopi, 2010).  
 
Said, Edward, Orientalism (New York, Random House 1979). 
 
Schmitt, Cannon, Alien Nation: Nineteenth-Century Gothic Fictions and English Nationality 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1997).  
 
63 
Scott, Peter, Knowledge and Nation (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1990). 
 
Wennerlind, Carl & Schabas, Margaret, David Hume’s Political Economy (Abingdon: Routledge 
2008).  
 
Youngs, Tim, Cambridge Introduction to Travel Writing (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2013). 
 
